University of Tennessee, Knoxville

TRACE: Tennessee Research and Creative
Exchange
Doctoral Dissertations

Graduate School

5-2018

Online Platforms as Consumer Service Channels: Roles of Retailer
Response Types and Audience Power
Ran Huang
University of Tennessee, rhuang4@vols.utk.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss

Recommended Citation
Huang, Ran, "Online Platforms as Consumer Service Channels: Roles of Retailer Response Types and
Audience Power. " PhD diss., University of Tennessee, 2018.
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss/4871

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at TRACE: Tennessee
Research and Creative Exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized
administrator of TRACE: Tennessee Research and Creative Exchange. For more information, please contact
trace@utk.edu.

To the Graduate Council:
I am submitting herewith a dissertation written by Ran Huang entitled "Online Platforms as
Consumer Service Channels: Roles of Retailer Response Types and Audience Power." I have
examined the final electronic copy of this dissertation for form and content and recommend
that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy, with a major in Retail, Hospitality, and Tourism Management.
Sejin Ha, Major Professor
We have read this dissertation and recommend its acceptance:
Youn-Kyung Kim, Jeremy E. Whaley, Russell L. Zaretzki
Accepted for the Council:
Dixie L. Thompson
Vice Provost and Dean of the Graduate School
(Original signatures are on file with official student records.)

Online Platforms as Consumer Service Channels: Roles
of Retailer Response Types and Audience Power

A Dissertation Presented for the
Doctor of Philosophy
Degree
The University of Tennessee, Knoxville

Ran Huang
May 2018

Copyright © 2018 by Ran Huang
All rights reserved.

ii

DEDICATION

I dedicated this dissertation to my mother Xueping Chen and my father Shuixin
Huang for their unconditional love and support.
此文献给我的母亲陈雪萍和我的父亲黄水新。

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

During my Ph.D. study, I have received help from many people. Without their
support and encouragement, I would never have been able to finish my dissertation.
I would like to express the deepest appreciation to my advisor Dr. Sejin Ha for
guiding me through the doctoral study. Dr. Ha is always supportive and encouraging
when I face difficulties. She teaches me to be not only a well-trained scholar but also a
thoughtful person. I would also like to thank my committee members, Dr. Youn-Kyung
Kim, Dr. Jeremy Whaley, and Dr. Russell Zaretzki for their insightful suggestions to
improve the quality of my dissertation. I am grateful to Ms. Lucy Simpson for being a
great help in completing my Ph.D. journey.
I would like to thank my colleagues that I have worked with at UTK, Dr. SunHwa Kim, Dr. Cherry Brewer, Dr. Angela Sebby, Dr. Wei Fu, Kenny Jordan, Tess
Kwon, and Sonia Hur for friendships.
I also want to extend my deepest gratitude to my parents, my sister Hui Huang
and brother-in-law Lidong Chen, and my cutest niece Kaiyi Chen.
Special thanks to my boyfriend, Nan Duan. He was always there cheering me up
and stood by me through the good times and bad.

iv

ABSTRACT

Due to the public nature of service interactions in online platforms, it is
imperative for retailers to understand consumer audiences who actively search for online
information and observe the conversations between complainants and retailers in their
product/service evaluations. The current research develops a comprehensive framework
to explain how consumer audiences process online service recoveries (i.e., retailer
responses to complaint messages). Specifically, this dissertation examines how an
individual factor (audience power level) moderates the effect of a contextual factor
(retailer response type) on consumer audiences’ information processing. Furthermore,
relationship orientation, as a moderator of the interaction effects of audience power and
retailer response type on audience perceptions, is tested. Two online experiments are
developed to investigate the conceptual model.
Study 1 shows that consumer audiences with low levels of power are more likely
to make favorable evaluations of competence-related retailer responses (emphasizing
retailers’ knowledge of their products) compared to warmth-related responses
(emphasizing friendliness) in service interactions. High-power consumer audiences, on
the other hand, are more likely to have favorable reactions toward warmth-related retailer
responses than competence-related responses. Moreover, the interaction of audience
power with retailer response type activates different audience attitudes and behavioral
intentions through their perceptions of the service recoveries. Further, the dynamic
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relationships involved in audiences’ information processing, including perceptions,
attitudes, and behavioral responses are examined.
Study 2 tests that relationship orientation serves as a moderator to facilitate the
interaction effects of power and retailer response type on consumer audiences’ service
perceptions. The results show that high-power consumer audiences with communal
orientations are likely to have more favorable perceptions of warmth-related responses
than competence-related responses. However, having an exchange orientation appears to
have no effect on consumer audiences’ perceptions, regardless of power level.
The current research makes meaningful theoretical contributions to the literature
on power theory and relationship orientation by providing empirical evidence and
theoretical explanations within online service recovery context. The findings of this
dissertation also provide a better understanding of consumer audiences and thus offer
new service guidelines for retailers to develop effective response strategies to handle
consumer complaints.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND GENERAL INFORMATION

1.1. Overview

A few years ago, musician Dave Carroll uploaded a music video to YouTube
complaining about United Airlines, who had broken his expensive guitar during baggage
handling and refused to compensate the damage. The video received 150,000 views
within one day and has reached 17 million views to date (Deighton & Kornfeld, 2010).
This story illustrates that such consumer-empowering technologies greatly facilitate the
dissemination of complaint messages. According to Forrester (2016), nearly 70% of
consumers complain about poor customer services or unsatisfactory shopping
experiences across a variety of online platforms. Consumer complaints, which
traditionally were expressed in one-to-one communication, are now publicly shared on
social networking sites, online brand communities, third-party review sites, and official
brand websites (Obeidat, Xiao, Iyer, & Nicholson, 2017; Ward & Ostrom, 2006).
Indeed, the public nature of consumer complaints has presented an unprecedented
challenge to retailers in terms of maintaining a flawless reputation in online contexts
(Proserpio & Zervas, 2017). Consumer audiences, who view consumer complaints and
the subsequent responses made by retailers, consider these messages as critical
information sources for decision-making (Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017). Consequently,
1

some scholars have argued that poor online complaint management is a viable threat to
company performance (Lee & Song, 2010). For example, 88% of consumer audiences are
less likely to make purchases from a retailer that ignores online consumer complaints
(Drennan, 2011). Furthermore, without appropriate retailer responses, negative consumer
reviews on online platforms have more potential to “go viral” and to quickly attract a vast
audience (Tripp & Gregoire, 2011). These comments can also trigger subsequent
conversations among consumers, which can have negative effects on consumer
audiences’ brand perceptions, brand choices and brand loyalty (Chevalier & Mayzlin,
2006; van Noort & Willemsen, 2012).
Accordingly, online platforms have become a new type of consumer service
channel, where retailers use service recovery strategies to enhance impression
management and improve the brand evaluations of complainants, who post complaint
messages, and the audiences who view the service interactions (Schaefers & Schamari,
2016). Growing attention has been paid by retailers such as Nordstrom, Best Buy, and
Nike to the translation of traditional customer services from physical stores to various
online channels for returns on investments (Borza, 2016; Stambor, 2013). For instance,
Nordstrom has been utilizing social channels such as Facebook to quickly reply to
negative consumer comments (Forbes, 2015), and its online complaint-handling has
enhanced the brand’s web sales, with a growth of 20% in the second quarter of 2017
compared to the national average of 15% (Business Insider, 2017).
Despite the positive effect of online complaint management on business
performance, most retailers seem reluctant to handle consumer complaints publicly due to
2

a lack of understanding of consumer audiences (Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Weitzl &
Hutzinger, 2017). Research has indicated that proper online complaint-handling strategies
lead to complainants having positive reactions toward retailers (e.g., van Noort et al.,
2015). However, how consumer audiences perceive retailer complaint-handling remains
unknown to both the retail industry and researchers.
Effective online service recovery requires not only appropriate retailer responses,
but also a better understanding of consumer audiences (Schaefers & Schamari, 2015).
This study aims to address this issue by exploring retailer response strategies on online
platforms from the perspective of the consumer audience. Online retailer responses not
only contribute to an effective approach to complaint management (Kau & Loh, 2006),
but can also give favorable impressions to consumer audiences. Manika, Papagiannidis
and Bourlakis (2017) indicate that retailers’ apologies for service failures in the online
context can reach consumer audiences who may not be affected by the service failure
incident itself, but who are actively seeking others’ reviews for brand/product
evaluations. Therefore, the consumer audience consists of a group of potential customers
that marketers can nurture for their own benefit (Shamma & Hassan, 2009).
More specifically, current research argues that retailers employ various response
strategies to regulate the information distributed online, and that these diverse strategies
may influence consumer audiences’ perceptions and subsequent attitudes and behaviors
in different ways (Schlenker, 1980). Therefore, this study investigates the interplay
between different retailer response types and the individual characteristics of consumer
audiences in audiences’ information processing of online service recoveries.
3

To this end, theories of power and relationship orientation guide the development
of this research framework. First, power theory explains an individual characteristic of
consumer audiences that influences how they process retailer responses to complaint
messages. Power is defined as a psychological state representing “perceived asymmetric
control such that one individual has, or feels as if he or she has, more or less control
relative to another” (Rucker, Galinsky, & Dubois, 2012, p.354). Rucker (2012) argues
that power plays an important role in information-processing because it enables
individuals to interpret and react to the surrounding world. When it comes to service
failures, power, as a situational factor, is likely to have an aversive effect, suggesting that
individuals with different levels of power tend to engage in compensatory activities
(Rucker & Galinsky, 2009; Wong, Newton, & Newton, 2016). For example, low-power
individuals tend to seek status-related compensation to restore their power level (Rucker
& Galinsky, 2008). This research proposes that power influences consumer audiences’
compensatory actions in terms of their information-processing. It is expected that highpower groups will prefer warmth-related retailer responses, whereas low-power groups
will prefer competence-related retailer responses.
Two types of retailer response are therefore examined. The warmth dimension of
a retailer response is defined as the characteristics that communicate “friendliness,
helpfulness, sincerity, trustworthiness and morality,” and the competence dimension of a
retailer response is defined as the characteristics that portray “intelligence, skill,
creativity and efficacy” (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007, p.77). In the service setting,
warmth and competence define the quality of service encounters; the warmth dimension
4

includes employees’ positive attitudes and displays of friendliness (Grandey, Fisk,
Mattila, Jansen, & Sideman, 2005; Tsai & Huang, 2002), and the competence dimension
includes employee efficiency, accuracy, and knowledgeability about their products
(Czepiel, Solomon, & Surprenant, 1985; Grönroos, 1990). In this research, warmthrelated retailer responses emphasize retailers’ friendliness and kindness in service
interactions, and competence-related responses emphasize retailers’ efficiency and
knowledge of their service/products.
Second, relationship orientation defines individual differences in the nature of the
relationship with others; individuals have either a communal or an exchange
orientation/goal (Clark, Ouellette, Powell, & Milberg, 1987). To be specific, a communal
goal refers to an orientation toward relationships for the sake of meeting mutual needs
and interests among members, without the expectation of receiving a benefit in return; an
exchange goal refers to an orientation toward relationships with the expectation of
receiving benefits in return (Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001). The current study proposes
that relationship orientation could be a moderator of the effect of power on consumer
audiences’ perceptions of online service recoveries. Specifically, this study proposes that
relationship orientation changes the role of power in information-processing, such that
having an exchange (communal) goal strengthens (weakens) audiences’ favorable
perceptions toward competence-related messages, whereas having a communal
(exchange) goal strengthens (weakens) audiences’ positive perceptions toward warmthrelated messages.
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Finally, to better capture the effectiveness of retailer responses, consumer
audiences’ evaluations of the service recovery and retailer are examined. To be specific,
this study proposes that power moderates the effects of retailer responses on consumer
audiences’ perceptions of service recovery (perceived diagnosticity, perceived sincerity,
and perceived fairness), which, in turn, affect the consumer audience’s attitudes
(satisfaction with the retailer’s complaint-handling and general attitude toward the
retailer) and behavior (word of mouth (WOM) intentions). In other words, this
dissertation infers that consumer audiences’ information-processing elicits their
attitudinal and behavioral responses through their perceptions. Besides, the relationships
among the outcome variables are tested.

1.2. Problem Statement

As the pervasive use of the internet transforms the ways in which consumers
communicate with retailers following service failures, service recovery strategies on such
platforms have drawn the attention of practitioners. For example, Forbes.com outlines ten
ways of handling online consumer complaints, urging retailers to provide timely and
effective responses to negative reviews, turning them around to give a positive impact on
the business (Rampton, 2017). Despite the common perception of online platforms as
critical consumer service channels, research into online service recovery is limited to
addressing retailer monitoring of, and intervention in consumer complaints (webcare)
(Schamari & Schaefers, 2015; van Noort & Willemsen, 2012; Willemsen, Neijens, &
6

Bronner, 2013). A deeper understanding of the different types of retailer response is
lacking.
Furthermore, online service recovery research has mainly focused on the effect of
service recoveries on complainants, who post the complaint messages, not the consumer
audiences who observe consumer complaints and retailer responses. Einwiller and
Steinlen (2015) revealed that when retailers respond with explanations of the situations
and apologies for service failures, complainants’ post-complaint satisfaction increased.
Kim, Wang, Maslowska, and Malthouse (2016) indicated that retailer apologies buffer
the effect of posting e-NWOM (negative WOM) on negative behavioral intentions (e.g.,
quitting the services). Yet, how consumer audiences receive retailer complaint-handling
remains largely unknown. A research question has been raised: how does a retailer’s
online service recovery (its response to complaint messages) affect a consumer
audience’s evaluation of the service and the retailer, and their subsequent behavior?
In addition, consumer audiences’ reactions to service recoveries may vary based
on their individual differences (Schaefers & Schamari, 2016). Power is an individual trait
of focus in this study. As an individual mindset, power serves as a foundational force in
daily life (Russell, 1938; Rucker, Galinsky, & Dubois, 2012). No empirical studies have
been done that address consumer audience power in the context of online service
recoveries. Thus, more works are needed to provide greater insights into this fundamental
aspect of consumer behavior such as information-processing (Rucker & Galinsky, 2017).
Furthermore, serving as boundary condition that could moderate the effect of power,
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relationship orientation is worthy of investigation to enrich both power theory and the
service literature.

1.3. Purpose of the Study

The primary objective of this study is to develop a framework explaining how
consumer audiences process retailers’ service recovery efforts (i.e. their responses to
complaint messages) on online platforms. To do so, this study focuses on the
communication styles embedded in retailer responses, and on consumer audiences’
individual characteristics. Both are expected to influence audience perceptions of service
interactions, audience attitudes toward the retailer, and their WOM intentions. Two
important contextual factors of retailer responses are their use of warmth and
competence. Power and relationship orientation are identified as two individual factors
associated with how a consumer audience processes an online service recovery.
Power theory and the concept of relationship orientation are used as basic
theoretical/conceptual frameworks for this study. Based on the literature review and the
theoretical underpinnings that will be presented in Chapter 2, this study aims to
investigate:

1) the types of retailer response to consumer complaints;
2) the moderating effect of consumer audience power on the relationship
between retailer response type and audience information-processing;
8

3) the relationships within the information-processing dynamics, including
audience perceptions of a service recovery, attitudes toward the service
recovery and the retailer, and behavioral intentions; and
4) the moderating role of relationship orientation in the interaction effects of
power and retailer response type on consumer audiences’ perceptions of
online service recoveries.

1.4. Definition of Terms

Terms used in this study are defined as follows.

Complainant: A consumer who voices his/her dissatisfaction with a retailer on an online
platform (Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017).
Consumer audience: The observers of online complaints and retailer responses, who are
considered a virtual presence and play an indispensable part in online consumer
complaint management (Schaefers & Schamari, 2016; Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017).
Consumer complaint: A consumer’s voice about unsatisfactory experience with a
retailer’s product and/or service (Goetzinger, 2007).
Retailer response: A strategy by which a retailer communicates with a consumer
following a service failure (Puzakova, Kwak, & Rocereto, 2013).
Warmth: The characteristics that communicate “friendliness, helpfulness, sincerity,
trustworthiness and morality” (Fiske et al., 2007, p.77).
9

Warmth-related response: An online retailer response with an emphasis on kindness and
friendliness (Kirmani, Hamilton, Thompson, & Lantzy, 2017).
Competence: The characteristics that portray “intelligence, skill, creativity and efficacy”
(Fiske et al., 2007, p.77).
Competence-related response: An online retailer response with an emphasis on the
retailer’s confidence and knowledge of their service/product (Kirmani et al.,
2017).
Mindset: An individual’s psychological orientation that affects information selection,
encoding, and retrieval, which drive evaluations, responses, and behavioral
actions (Rucker & Galinsky, 2016a). Mindsets can be both chronic and situational
(Rucker, 2012).
Power: A psychological state representing “perceived asymmetric control such that one
individual has, or feels as if he or she has, more or less control relative to another”
(Rucker et al., 2012, p.354).
Relationship orientation: The nature of the relationship that one desires with another
person (Clark, Ouellette, Powell, & Milberg, 1987).
Communal orientation: An orientation toward relationships for the sake of meeting
mutual needs and interests among members, without the expectation of receiving
a benefit in return (Chen et al., 2001).
Exchange orientation: An orientation toward relationships with the expectation of
receiving benefits in return (Chen et al., 2001).
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Perceived diagnosticity: The degree to which an individual “considers a type of
information relevant for the task at hand” (Dubois, Rucker, & Galinsky, 2016,
p.70).
Perceived sincerity: The extent to which a company discloses its true intentions in
addressing a consumer complaint and fixing a perceived service failure through a
message (Grönroos, 1988; Yoon, Gurhan-Canli, & Schwarz, 2006).
Perceived fairness: Consumer perceptions concerning a retailer’s general disposition
toward achieving equitable exchange relationships with its consumers (Bolton,
Keh, & Alba, 2010).
Satisfaction with complaint handling: A message viewer’s evaluation of how well a
retailer has reacted to negative comments on an online platform (Orsingher,
Valentini, & de Angelis, 2010).
Attitude toward retailer: An audience’s favorable or unfavorable evaluation of a company
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975).
WOM intentions: The behavioral intent to spread positive or negative words about a
service/retailer (de Matos & Rossi, 2008).

11

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Overview

This chapter consists of three substantive sections that build the theoretical and
conceptual foundations for this dissertation. The first section offers a review of literature
on consumer complaint management in the digital era. Specifically, it presents an
overview of consumer complaint management in the online context, the roles of retailer
responses and consumer audiences in the complaint-handling process, and a discussion of
the limitations in the consumer complaint management literature. The second section
discusses power theory (Rucker et al., 2012) and relationship orientation (Clark & Mills,
1979), and their applications in marketing and consumer research. Further, this section
explains how the theories are used as a framework for this dissertation. In the last section,
research hypotheses are developed that together form a model of consumer complainthandling, proposed from the perspective of the consumer audience.
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2.2. Consumer Complaint Management in the Digital Era

2.2.1. Online Consumer Complaint Management Overview

Consumer complaining behavior (CCB) refers to actions taken by consumers that
involve “communicating something negative regarding a product or a service to either the
firm manufacturing or marketing that product or service, or to some third-party
organizational entity” (Jacoby & Jaccard, 1981, p. 6). Traditionally, CCB includes four
common actions: (1) inertia, which describes the phenomenon where consumers never
complain about their unsatisfactory experiences with retailers, and continue purchasing
products from them, (2) exit, which describes consumers discontinuing their patronage of
a retailer and/or switching to other service providers, (3) voice, which refers to
consumers delivering complaints directly to the retailer or via a third-party, and (4)
negative WOM, which describes consumers privately complaining to their immediate
family and friends about their dissatisfactory shopping experiences (Hirschman, 1970;
Singh, 1988). In the age of digital retailing, the action of voice has been given new
meanings. For example, the rapid growth of online platforms enables consumers to
engage in public complaining across diverse communication channels (e.g., third-party
review websites, retailers’ official sites, and online brand communities) (Istanbulluoglu,
Leek, & Szmigin, 2017), through which complaint messages can reach large consumer
audiences. Indeed, such changes in public complaining behavior can have an aggravating
influence on a company’s performance (Gregoire, Tripp, & Legoux, 2009), and therefore
13

need deliberate attention from both researchers and practitioners to discover effective
ways to handle them.
To better handle CCB, consumer complaint management has been widely
discussed in the marketing literature, beginning with CCM in the traditional offline retail
context. Consumer complaint management, also known as complaint-handling, is defined
as the strategies retailers use to resolve service failures and consumer dissatisfaction
(Tax, Brown, & Chandrashekaran, 1998). Following Davidow (2003), retailers’ offline
complaint-handling methods are characterized by six dimensions: timeliness (i.e.,
response speed), facilitation (i.e., the retailer’s policy that supports service interactions
with the consumer), redress (i.e., the settlement or fix that a retailer provides), apology
(i.e., the retailer’s acceptance of responsibility), credibility (i.e., the retailer’s willingness
to explain the service failure), and attentiveness (i.e., the retailer’s action of paying
attention to consumer complaints). Other scholars analyze retailer responses using a
higher order factor structure with three dimensions: compensation, favorable employee
behavior, and organizational procedures (Estelami, 2000). Compensation refers to the
monetary or psychological benefit a retailer offers to the consumer; favorable employee
behavior refers to specific interpersonal communication skills that employees use to
interact with the complainant; and organizational procedures refer to handling policies,
procedures, and structures that the retailer uses to facilitate the recovery process
(Gelbrich & Roschk, 2011).
In the online context, while these key dimensions of complaint management
remain important, interpersonal communication skills, such as the contextual
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communication styles that retailers use to respond to complaint messages, receive special
attention (Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Gregoire, Salle, & Tripp, 2015; Kim et al., 2016).
For instance, pioneering studies have explored webcare, a new approach to complaint
management in web 2.0 in which companies engage in online conversations with
complainants. This includes both reactive and proactive strategies. Reactive strategy
means that the retailer responds to consumer complaints only when a consumer explicitly
asks them to do so; contrarily, proactive strategy indicates that the retailer posts responses
without solicitation (van Noort & Willemsen, 2012; Willemsen, Neijens, & Bronner,
2013). Moreover, a personalized tone in retailer responses, such as responding to
complaint messages in an informal way, addressing consumers by their names, and
including personal pronouns, has been demonstrated to benefit retailer reputation in the
online environment (Crijns, Cauberghe, Hudders, & Claeys, 2017). Given the distinct
characteristics of internet communication (e.g., availability to multiple audiences at the
same time) (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004), the role of the
consumer audience in online complaint-handling deserves special attention.
Despite the public nature of CCB on online platforms, previous research has
addressed online complaint management mainly from the complainant’s perspective. For
example, the complainant’s satisfaction with the recovery service they receive is likely to
increase when the retailer provides explanations for service failures, as well as apologies
(Einwiller & Steinlen, 2015), and responds to consumer complaints in a timely manner
(Istanbulluoglu, 2017). Kim et al. (2016) indicate that retailer responses buffer the effect
of posting e-NWOM on the complainants’ negative behavioral intentions (e.g., quitting
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the services). In terms of the consumer audience, empirical evidence suggests that
effective retailer response strategies increase future purchase intentions (e.g., Kim et al.,
2016). However, there is no clear understanding about consumer audience: An
investigation into how the consumer audience perceives retailers’ responses is lacking
(Schaefers & Schamari, 2016).

2.2.2. Consumer Audience in the Complaint-Handling Process

Consumer audiences, the observers of online complaints and responses, are
considered a virtual presence and play an indispensable part in online consumer
complaint management (Schaefers & Schamari, 2016; Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017). While
most studies probe the impacts of complaint management strategies on complainants
(Bijmolt, Huizingh, & Krawczyk, 2014; Breitsohl, Khammash, & Griffiths, 2010; Crijns
et al., 2017), research on this group of potential customers (the consumer audience) is
scarce. To date, four studies have introduced the concept of consumer audience (Lee &
Song, 2010; van Noort & Willemsen, 2012; Schamari & Schaefers, 2016) and only one
study explicitly examines the effects of different types of retailer response on the
consumer audience (Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017).
Following Lee and Song’s (2010) definition, Weitzl and Hutzinger (2017)
consider the consumer audience as a silent bystander who actively observes online
service interactions during product information searches. Exposure to online
conversations between a retailer and complainant is likely to motivate consumer
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audiences to respond to complaint messages (Schamari & Schaefers, 2016). Based on
prior studies, this dissertation defines the consumer audience as those individuals who
review other customers’ complaints and retailer responses for product/service evaluation
and possibly engage in further online service interactions.
The role of the consumer audience in complaint management is worthy of
investigation for two main reasons. First, consumer audiences are potential consumers
who are actively searching for brand-related information for making buying decisions
(Manika et al., 2017). Second, there is a high chance that consumer audiences will post
any similar service failure incidents or other consumption experiences after being
exposed to consumer complaints (Schaefers & Schamari, 2016), which further influences
information dissemination as well as the service recovery process (Manika et al., 2017).
This dissertation is built on the assumption that appropriate retailer responses
could be beneficial for a company’s service reputation among the consumer audience
from a complaint management perspective. Specifically, this dissertation argues that
contextual factors in retailer responses could effectively facilitate how consumer
audiences process online service conversations by evoking their service perceptions,
attitudes, and behavioral intentions.

2.2.3. The Effectiveness of Retailer Responses to Customer Complaints

Effective consumer complaint-handling serves as a strategic marketing tool for
retailers to maintain relationships with consumers and to retain loyal consumers (Gilly &
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Hansen, 1985; Holloway & Beatty, 2003). In meta-analysis research, Gelbrich and
Roschk (2011) identify three main constructs that capture complaint management
performance: (1) perception of justice, which refers to the complainant’s subjective
assessment of the retailer’s response in terms of fairness; (2) post-complaint satisfaction,
which refers to an individual’s overall assessment of the retailer’s service recovery; and
(3) behavioral intention, which refers to an individual’s willingness to engage in
behaviors concerning the retailer, including purchasing products/services from, or
spreading information about the retailer. In summary, effective retailer responses lead
complainants to perceive the responses to be fair (Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002;
Patterson, Coweley, & Prasongsukarn, 2006; Smith, Bolton, & Wagner, 1999), which
increases his/her level of satisfaction with the complaint-handling (Worsfold, Worsfold,
& Bradley, 2007) and the retailer as a whole (McColl-Kennedy, Daus, & Sparks, 2003).
Such effective recovery efforts further result in repurchase intentions as well as positive
WOM (Blodgett & Anderson, 2000; Blodgett, Hill, & Tax, 1997).
Prior studies have also found online complaint-handling to have a similar effect
on consumer audiences. In the online context, a retailer’s responses beneficially affect
their brand’s reputation by inducing positive brand evaluations among the consumer
audience. This also enhances the consumer audience-brand relationship (Lee & Cranage,
2014). In particular, specific retailer response strategies, such as giving apologies, yield
more favorable attitudes toward the brand among consumer audiences (Weitzl &
Hutzinger, 2017). Moreover, a high level of persuasiveness in retailer responses
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strengthens consumer audiences’ satisfaction with, and trust of the service/retailer, which
ultimately affect their purchasing intentions (Manika et al., 2017).

2.2.4. Limitations in the Online Consumer Complaint Management Literature

Despite the fact that the practice of publicly responding to consumer complaints
has emerged as a new strategy for reputation management on online platforms (Proserpio
& Zervas, 2017), how it exactly helps to recover a company’s reputation remains an open
question. Particularly, how consumer audiences process and perceive online service
recovery strategies (e.g., a retailer’s style of response to complaints) is largely
unexplored.
In order to fully understand how consumer audiences form their service
perceptions and brand evaluations during exposure to online service interactions, any
boundary conditions connected to the contextual factors of retailer responses, as well as
the individual characteristics of the consumer audience need to be considered. First, only
handful empirical studies have been done on the effects of consumer audiences’
individual characteristics on their information processing in the context of online service
interactions. As Schaefers and Schamari (2016) imply, different consumers are likely to
react differently when they observe and process service recoveries in the virtual
environment. For instance, independent self-construal that focuses on personal self and
de-emphasize others has been identified as having a moderating effect on the relationship
between social presence and service satisfaction; the impact of social presence on service
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satisfaction is less for consumers with a high independent self-construal than for those
with a low independent self-construal (He, Chen, & Alden, 2012). Conversely, retailer
responses may have a greater effect on consumers who are highly susceptible to social
influences (Chen, Teng, Yu, & Yu, 2016). Additional individual characteristics relating
to information processing should be identified to describe the diverse characteristics
among consumer audiences.
Second, more efforts are needed to develop effective communication styles for
retailer responses. As a critical feature of online communication, tone of voice is thought
to have the potential to generate beneficial outcomes (Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Searls &
Weinberger, 2000). Previous studies have underscored retailer response tone through the
process of identifying service recovery strategies embedded in conservations (Weitzl &
Hutzinger, 2017) and personalized responses (Crijns et al., 2017). Nevertheless, more
aspects of retailer responses should be explored to provide a more holistic view of the
quality of a retailer’s service interactions in service encounters.
Lastly, consumer audiences’ information processing of retailer responses still
awaits further investigation. There is only a little evidence that consumer audiences have
favorable reactions toward brands (e.g., in terms of positive attitudes toward brands, and
brand trust) when retailers post credible and accommodative responses (Weitzl &
Hutzinger, 2017) or personalized responses (Crijns et al., 2017). However, more outcome
variables need to be investigated to develop a comprehensive information-processing
model that explains how consumer audiences process, recognize, and perceive retailer
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responses. Table 2.1 gives a summary of the online consumer complaint management
literature.

2.3. Theoretical Framework

This study aims to fill a void in the literature by examining the roles of retailer
response types and individual audience characteristics in how consumer audiences
process online service recoveries. Specifically, this dissertation aims to bring attention to
a new perspective, that of the consumer audience, which has been neglected in e-retail
marketing studies, including those concerning complaint-handling (Coombs & Holladay,
2014). Power theory (Rucker et al., 2012) and the concept of relationship orientation
(Clark & Mills, 1979) provide the theoretical foundations for understanding (1) how the
type of retailer response influences the audience’s information-processing based on
individuals’ power levels, and (2) how a consumer audience’s relationship orientation
acts as a moderator in the interplay of retailer response type and audience power in how
the audience processes online service recoveries.

2.3.1. Power Theory

Mindset, as an emerging concept, has been developed to explain individual
psychological factors in consumer research. Mindset refers to an individual’s
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Table 2.1. Literature Summary of Online Consumer Complaint Management
Authors

Study Subject

Theory

Bijmolt et al.
(2014)

Complainant

Survey

Breitsohl et
al. (2010)

Complainant and
audience

Conceptual
paper

Crijns et al.
(2017)

Complainant

Einwiller &
Steilen (2015)

Complainant

The dialogic
theory of public
relations

Study Design

Experiment
design

Independent
Variable
Complaint
behavior,
service
recovery
satisfaction
Complaint
response

Moderator

Individual
factor:
informationoriented vs.
emotionoriented

Credibility,
complaint utility

Personalization
in tone of voice
organizational
response

Valence of
consumer
comment

Organizational
reputation

Content
analysis
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Dependent
Variable
Intention to
repurchase online

Findings
Consumers who have previous
complaining experiences are
more likely to repurchase
when they are satisfied with
the complaint handling.
For audience, complaint
response increases more
perceptions of credibility and
complaint utility, compared
with complainant. The
complainant’s perception of
complaint response varies by
individual characteristics.
This study finds that a
personalized response
increases perceived
organizational reputation
through higher perceptions of
conversational human voice in
negative event (consumer
complaint). However, a
personalized response
decreases perceived reputation
through higher skepticism in
positive consumer comments.
Large companies are found
not to effectively utilize online
channels such as social media
for complaint handling. As a
most frequently applied
recovery strategy, asking
complainants for further
information could not increase
their satisfaction.

Table 2.1. Continued
Authors

Study Subject

Theory

Study Design

Independent
Variable

Grégoire et al.
(2015)

Complainant

Conceptual
paper

Istanbulluoglu
(2017)

Complainant

Online survey

Response time

Kim et al.
(2016)

Complainant and
audience

Experiment
design

Retailer
apology

The type of
message
receiver
(complainant
vs. audience)

Purchase intention

Lee &
Cranage
(2014)

Audience

Social sharing of
emotion theory,
cognitive
dissonance theory,
and attribution
theory
Information
processing theory,
impression
formation theory,
and attribution
theory

Experiment
design

Agreement on
NWOM

Organizational
response types

External causal
attribution, attitude
change

Lee & Song
(2010)

Audience

Attribution theory

Experiment
design

Response
strategies,
message
characteristics
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Moderator

Dependent
Variable

Satisfaction with
complaint
handling

Attribution to
company,
company
evaluation

Findings
This paper identifies six
different types of consumer
complaints in social media.
The authors suggest the
importance of responsiveness
in service recoveries in online
platforms.
It suggests that a timely
response increases the
complainant’s satisfaction
with complaint handling.
Public apology made by a
company has a positive effect
on purchase intention for the
audience, but not for the
complainant.
When consumer audiences
agree on a complaint message,
they tend to attribute the cause
of the complaint more to the
organization and have
negative attitudes toward the
company. This effect is
strengthened when the
company responds in a
defensive way.
Two information factors in
company responses including
vividness and consensus
enhance consumer audiences’
attribution to company, when
they view consumer complaint
messages.

Table 2.1. Continued
Authors

Study Subject

Theory

Manika et
al.(2017)

Audience

Survey

Proserpio &
Zervas (2017)

Complainant

Modeling

Schaefers &
Schamari
(2016)

Complainant and
consumer audience

Van Noort &
Willemsen
(2011)

Complainant

Weitzel &
Hutzinger
(2017)

Audience

Social influence
theory

Social learning
theory and
reinforcement
theory

Study Design

Independent
Variable
Persuasiveness
of the apology

Moderator

Experiment
design

Service
recovery
(unsuccessful
vs. successful)

Virtual
presence
(mere vs.
positive vs.
negative)

Purchase intention

Experiment
design

Webcare
strategies
(reactive vs.
proactive)

Platform type
(brandgenerated vs.
consumergenerated)

Perceptions of
human voice,
brand evaluation

Experiment
design

Webcare
response types

Webcare
credibility,
webcare
source

Brand evaluations
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Consumers vs.
nonconsumers

Dependent
Variable
Satisfaction,
attitudes toward
brand,
trustworthiness,
and behavioral
intentions

Findings
Among consumer audiences,
non-consumers are found to
have less favorable responses
toward the persuasiveness of
apology, compared with
consumers.
Using field data, the findings
suggest that service providers
should pay special attention to
detailed negative consumer
comments.
When online service recovery
is successful, the presence of
consumer audiences will be
beneficial to the company
because their responses
increase the complainants’
purchase intentions.
First, regardless of platform
types, reactive webcare
increases consumers’
perceived human voice, which
leads to positive evaluations.
Second, the positive effect of
proactive webcare on
perceived human voice is not
significant on consumergenerated platforms.
Accommodative, and
defensive retailer responses
enhance audiences’ positive
brand evaluations, whereas
accommodative consumer
responses increases audiences’
favorable responses.

psychological orientation, which impacts information selection, encoding, and retrieval,
and which further drives evaluations, responses, and behavioral actions (Rucker &
Galinsky, 2016a). Mindsets can be both chronic (i.e., individuals differ in nature) and
situational (i.e., activated by a circumstantial trigger) (Rucker, 2012). One type of
mindset is power, a psychological state of “perceived asymmetric control such that one
individual has, or feels as if he or she has, more or less control relative to another”
(Rucker et al., 2012, p. 354).
Power affects the individual’s evaluation of the situation and their actions (Rucker
& Galinsky, 2016b). Previous studies have identified the bases of power that give
individuals a sense of control over others, including status and access to information
(Fiske & Berdahl, 2007; French & Raven, 1959). For instance, having expertise or being
more knowledgeable is an effective basis for asserting power (Guinote, 2017). Being
powerless, on the other hand, indicates that individuals lack valuable resources, such as
information. Based on this view, differences in power could exist within a consumer
audience actively receiving online information about a service, and processing that
information based on their previous knowledge (Wyer, 2016). Specifically, power could
indicate prior experience in searching through consumer complaints in product/service
evaluations. Consumers who consider themselves experts in online information searching
tend to feel more powerful; on the other hand, low-power consumer audiences are likely
novices with a lack of online experience.
To understand the role of power in how consumer audiences process retailer
responses in online service recoveries, this study considers two main theoretical
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foundations related to power: (1) an agentic-communal model of power (Rucker &
Galinsky, 2016b), and (2) power compensation (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008).

2.3.1.1. The Agentic-Communal Model of Power

The effects of power on consumer behavior can occur through two psychological
forces: agency and communion (Rucker et al., 2012). These concepts reflect two
fundamental modalities of human thought and behavior (Bakan, 1966). First, agency
concerns an individual’s self as an agent (Bakan, 1966) of “independency and personal
striving” (Dubois et al., 2016, p. 69). Second, communion refers to “the sensitivity and
participation of an individual in some larger social group and one’s tendency to consider
others” in decision-making processes (Rucker et al., 2011, p. 356).
The agentic-communal model of power by Rucker and his colleagues states that
high-power individuals have agentic orientations and low-power individuals have
communal orientations (Rucker et al., 2012; Rucker & Galinsky, 2015, 2016b). Agency
and communion can also affect the type of messages that consumers value (Rucker &
Galinsky, 2016b). When it comes to information processing, agentic individuals relate
well to competence, and communal individuals connect with warmth (Cuddy, Fiske, &
Glick, 2004, Fiske et al., 2007; Ybarra, Chan, & Park, 2001). By extension, consumer
audiences with high power are likely to favor competence-related information and
consumer audiences with low power are likely to favor warmth-related messages (Dubois
et al., 2016).
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Dubois et al. (2016) develop further that competence-related messages emphasize
the skillfulness, confidence, and achievements of the target described in the messages,
and warmth-related messages emphasize the friendliness, trustworthiness, and sincerity
of the target in the messages. Therefore, powerful individuals pay attention to
competence-related messages that address one’s capabilities, whereas powerless
individuals are attracted to warmth-related messages that convey friendliness and trust
(Dubois et al., 2016).
However, other findings appear to support opposite paths in the agenticcommunal model of power (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008; 2009). For example, a lack of
power also has an aversive effect that triggers powerless consumers’ compensatory
consumption behavior in an effort to restore power; low-power consumers tend to engage
in buying status-related products that signify power and ability (Rucker & Galinsky,
2008). Likewise, power-holders are more interpersonally sensitive to others’ feelings and
thoughts (Hall & Halberstadt, 1994; Overbeck & Park, 2001). From this perspective,
during their information-processing, high-power consumers would pay more attention to
warmth-related messages and low-power consumers would prefer competence-related
messages.
In light of these differing views and results, what remains unknown are the
conditions where the aversive effect of power occurs. Specifically, it is important to
examine whether the power effect in online consumer-service interaction settings is the
same between positive interactions (e.g., successful service reviews) and negative
interactions (e.g., service failure reviews). In persuasion literature, warmth and
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competence are mostly conveyed in a positive context (e.g., to create a persuasive
message to promote a university) when testing the agentic-communal model of power
(e.g., Dubois et al., 2016). Based on the notion of power compensation, this dissertation
posits that in the event of a negative interaction (e.g., consumer complaints), power is
likely to have an aversive effect, and consumer audiences are likely to engage in
compensatory behavior in processing service recoveries.

2.3.1.2. Power Compensation in Service Recoveries

Power compensation explains situations in which power has an aversive effect on
consumers’ preferences, use, or consumption of products or services (Rucker & Galinsky,
2008). Wong et al. (2016) demonstrate power compensatory behavior in the service
context that after experiencing a service failure, powerless consumers react more
positively to status-enhancing service recovery than to utility-enhancing compensation.
This implies that low-power consumer audiences may favor competence-related
responses from retailers to consumer complaints. On the contrary, high-power consumer
audiences may favor warmth-related responses from retailers when reading online
complaint messages. Such differences in communication preferences may exist according
to the different mindsets (power) of audiences. Therefore, when consumer audiences
process retailers’ responses to complaint messages, their power mindsets could be
playing a role in their information-processing on online platforms.
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2.3.2. Warmth and Competence in Service Recovery Strategies

Extant consumer research expands the scopes of warmth and competence by
linking these two dimensions to personal perceptions or judgments of organizations and
brands (Aaker, Fournier, & Brasel, 2004; Aaker, Vohs, & Mogliner, 2010). Generally,
non-profit companies are likely to be perceived as warm, while for-profit companies tend
to be perceived as competent (Aaker et al., 2010). Consumers are also able to develop
perceptions about the warmth and competence of brands based on their intentions and
abilities. Perceptions of warmth can be elicited by employees or brands displaying
cooperative intentions, which are seen as warm, approachable, and trustworthy, and
perceptions of brand competence can be evoked by employees or brands displaying the
ability to implement their intentions (Aaker, Garbinsky, & Vohs, 2012; Kervyn, Fiske, &
Malone, 2012).
The constructs of warmth and competence are extensively examined in marketing
communication and service literature. For example, Dubois et al. (2016) have
demonstrated two types of persuasive message to promote a university—a “warmth”
message with content entailing “good natured, trustworthy, tolerant, friendly, and
sincere” characteristics and a “competence” message with content describing “capable,
skillful, intelligent, and confident” characteristics (p. 74). For example, an investigation
of the contextual features of online reviews from Yelp.com identifies these two types of
description as impactful and effective for service provision (Kirmani et al., 2017). That
is, warmth and competence underlie the communication process when service providers
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interact with consumers. Service provider attributes communicating warmth include
friendliness, bedside manner, and customer service, whereas attributes conveying
competence include diligence, level of education, efficiency, knowledge, and
thoroughness (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014; Kirmani et al., 2017; Wojciszke,
Bazinska, & Jaworski, 1998).
In addition, a recent study has examined consumers’ perceptions of warmth and
competence in technology-based service interactions by exploring different interaction
styles (Wu, Chen, & Dou, 2017). However, the two dimensions are not tested directly. In
this dissertation, therefore, warmth-related and competence-related retailer responses, as
service recovery strategies, will be developed to better understand the application of
contextual factors in online service recovery strategies, and to further explore consumer
audiences’ processing of information. Following the attributes of warmth and
competence defined by Kirmani et al. (2017) in relation to service interactions, this
dissertation defines the warmth-dimension as an emphasis on retailer kindness and
friendliness in retailer service responses online, and the competence dimension as an
emphasis on retailer confidence and knowledge concerning their service/product.

2.3.3. Relationship Orientation

The online environment is undergoing a transformation from being primarily
transactional to being more relational (Kozlenkova, Palmatier, Fang, Xiao, & Huang,
2017). Thus, consumer audiences’ relational differences may affect their information
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processing on online platforms. A key relational factor of focus is relationship
orientation, which describes the nature of relationship one desires with another person
(Clark et al., 1987). Communal and exchange goals are two common types of relationship
orientation identified in research (Chen et al., 2001). To be specific, a communal goal
refers to an orientation toward relationships for the sake of meeting mutual needs and
interests among members, without the expectation of receiving a benefit in return; an
exchange goal refers to an orientation toward relationships with the expectation of
receiving benefits in return (Chen et al., 2001). In the context of online platforms, both
relationship orientations can play a role in consumer-consumer/consumer-retailer
relationships during information exchange (Bolton & Mattila, 2015).
Communal and exchange goals are broadly applied to understand consumer
behavior in various contexts. For instance, relationship orientations affect how consumers
process brand information (Aggarwal & Law, 2005) and evaluate and respond to service
failures (Bolton & Mattila, 2015; Wan, Hui, & Wyer, 2011). As an individual-level
construct, relationship orientation moderates the role of power in consumer behavior.
Specifically, when primed with power, communally-oriented individuals tend to be otheroriented, whereas exchange-oriented individuals tend to be self-focused (Chen et al.,
2001). Following this logic, this dissertation proposes that relationship orientation
attenuates the aversive effect of power on consumer audiences’ information-processing.
That is, when given power, communally-oriented audiences tend to favor warmth-related
messages and exchange-oriented audiences tend to favor competence-related messages;

31

when lacking power, “communals” are likely to prefer competence-related messages and
“exchangers” tend to prefer warmth-related messages.

2.4. A Proposed Model of Audiences’ Information Processing of Service
Recovery

This dissertation starts with the assumption that consumer audiences perceive and
process different types of retailer response to complaint messages on online platforms
according to their mindsets and relationship orientations; thus, this dissertation proposes a
research framework for how consumer audiences process service recovery strategies.
How a retailer responds to negative reviews is expected to evoke consumer audiences’
attitudes and behavioral intentions through their perceptions of service recovery
depending on the audience’s power mindset. Additionally, the effect of power on the
relationship between retailer response type and the audience’s service perception varies
based on each individual’s relationship orientation.
First, the first proposed model suggests that consumer audiences’ power has a
moderating effect on their information processing of service interactions on online
platforms. Competence-related retailer responses are more likely to trigger low-power
audiences’ perceptions of service recoveries (i.e., perceived diagnosticity, perceived
sincerity, and perceived fairness). Warmth-related retailer responses, on the other hand,
are more likely to stimulate high-power audiences’ perceptions of service recoveries.
Further, the model suggests that service perceptions mediate the effect of audiences’
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information-processing on their responses, such as attitudinal reactions (i.e., satisfaction
and attitudes toward the retailer), and WOM intentions. Ultimately, the dynamics among
service perceptions, attitudes, and behavioral intentions are proposed. Second, the
proposed model suggests a three-way interaction of retailer response, audience power,
and relationship orientation, ultimately influencing service perceptions.
A detailed development of the model, along with the developed hypotheses,
follows.

2.5. Development of Hypotheses

2.5.1. The Moderation of Audience Power on the Effect of Retailer Response

In line with power theory (Rucker et al., 2012), consumer audiences with different
mindsets could have different evaluations of retailer responses. Since power, as a
mindset, influences processing orientations, retailer responses to consumer complaints
may be more or less effective for consumer audiences with different levels of power. To
better gauge consumer audiences’ direct responses, their perceptions will first be
measured.
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2.5.1.1. Audiences’ Perceptions

As Dubois et al. (2016) indicate, power affects individuals’ diagnosticity of
warmth and competence information. In the online context, when consumer audiences
assess retailer responses, similar reactions are likely to occur. In this study, which
proposes an integrative process for how consumer audiences perceive retailer responses,
three cognitive perceptions are in focus: perceived diagnosticity, perceived sincerity, and
perceived fairness.

Perceived diagnosticity. Perceived diagnosticity refers to the degree to which an
individual “considers a type of information relevant for the task at hand” (Dubois et al.,
2016, p. 70). When a message is perceived to be diagnostic, the message is more likely to
be retrieved when forming a judgment (Dubois et al., 2016). In this sense, retailer
responses affect consumer audiences’ information processing in that competence-related
messages trigger low-power audiences’ perceptions of diagnosticity, and warmth-related
messages trigger high-power audiences’ perceptions of diagnosticity (Rucker &
Galinsky, 2016b).

Hypothesis 1. Audience power moderates the effect of retailer response type on
perceived diagnosticity.
a) For high-power audiences, warmth (vs. competence) in a retailer’s response
increases perceived diagnosticity.
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b) For low-power audiences, competence (vs. warmth) in a retailer’s response
increases perceived diagnosticity.

Perceived sincerity. Perceived sincerity refers to the extent to which a company discloses
its true intentions in addressing a consumer complaint and fixing a perceived service
failure through a message (Grönroos, 1988; Yoon et al., 2006). In the field of service
management, the consumer’s perception of sincerity is considered a critical element in
analyzing workplace performance in a service organization (Paswan, Pelton, & True,
2005). Prior research argues that perceived sincerity could stem from the interactions
between consumers and employees at a retail store (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000).
Similarly, online service interactions between a retailer and complainant lead consumer
audiences to form perceptions of sincerity concerning the service recovery strategies. The
availability of contextual information in retailer responses helps consumers to
systematically process the messages and thus determine each retailer’s true motives in
their service recoveries (Yoon et al., 2006).
In this regard, the types of retailer response to consumer complaints (i.e.,
competence-related and warmth-related messages) could affect consumer audiences’
perceptions of sincerity in retailers’ service recoveries. Specifically, low-power consumer
audiences are likely to perceive sincerity of motives in competence-related messages,
whereas high-power audiences perceive sincerity in warmth-related messages.
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Hypothesis 2. Audience power moderates the effect of retailer response type on
perceived sincerity.
a) For high-power audiences, warmth (vs. competence) in a retailer’s response
increases perceived sincerity.
b) For low-power audiences, competence (vs. warmth) in the retailer’s response
increases perceived sincerity.

Perceived fairness. The perception of fairness has also been adopted as a key factor in
capturing how people (complainants and audiences) evaluate service failure and recovery
(Skarlicki, Ellard, & Kelln, 1998). Perceived fairness refers to consumers’ perceptions of
a retailer’s general disposition toward achieving equitable exchange relationships with its
consumers (Bolton et al., 2010). In the event of a service recovery, perceived fairness is
determined by the interaction between the consumer and the retailer, and whether the
retailer adequately explains the failure (Skarlicki et al., 1998). In the setting of an online
platform, the consumer audience can form perceptions of fairness as they read the
interactions between a complainant and a retailer. More importantly, the message type
could affect consumer audiences’ perceptions of fairness, in that competence-related
messages deliver persuasive explanations to low-power consumer audiences, while
warmth-related messages deliver persuasive explanations to high-power consumer
audiences.
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Hypothesis 3. Audience power moderates the effect of retailer response type on
perceived fairness.
a) For high-power audiences, warmth (vs. competence) in a retailers’ response
increases perceived fairness.
b) For low-power audiences, competence (vs. warmth) in the retailer’s response
increases perceived fairness.

2.5.2. The Mediating Role of Audience Perception

Current research postulates that how consumer audiences process service
recoveries induces their attitudinal and behavioral responses through their service
perceptions. That is, it is expected that audiences generate service perceptions, according
to their different power levels, when there is a specific contextual factor included in
retailer responses. The service perceptions then affect responses, which make the
audiences’ evaluations of retailers/services more favorable and enhance their behavioral
intentions (Davidow, 2000; Estelami, 2000, Mount & Mattila, 2000). This dissertation
captures affective, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes of information processing by
examining consumers’ satisfaction with complaint-handling, attitudes toward retailers,
and intent to engage in WOM, respectively.

Satisfaction with complaint-handling. Satisfaction has been extensively studied to
examine the effectiveness of service recoveries from the perspective of the complainant
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(Orsingher et al., 2010). This study defines satisfaction with complaint-handling as the
consumer audience’s evaluation of how well a retailer has reacted to negative comments
on online platforms (Orsingher et al., 2010). As one of the most commonly investigated
outcomes of service recovery strategies, consumer satisfaction results from individuals’
perceptions of service quality (Corritore, Kracher, & Wiedenbeck, 2003). As stated
earlier, audiences’ service perceptions change based on the retailer’s response style and
situational factors. Thus, it is proposed that consumer audiences’ perceptions concerning
online service recoveries mediate the interaction influence of retailer response and
audience power on perceived satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4. Consumer audiences’ (a) perceived diagnosticity, (b) perceived
sincerity, and (c) perceived fairness mediate the interactive effects of retailer
response type and audience power on satisfaction with complaint-handling.

Attitude toward retailer. The consumer audience’s attitude toward a retailer is defined as
the audience’s favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the company (Fishbein & Ajzen,
1975). Previous research suggests that the effectiveness of persuasive messages can be
explained by the audience’s attitude (Dubois et al., 2016; Lee & Song, 2010). In the
context of online service recoveries, the effectiveness of retailer responses varies based
on the audience’s power level, which together enhances the audience’s positive attitude
toward the retailer through their perceptions of service. This study proposes that
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consumer audiences’ service perceptions play mediating roles in the interaction effect of
retailer response and audience power on their attitudes and behavioral reactions.

Hypothesis 5. Consumer audiences’ (a) perceived diagnosticity, (b) perceived
sincerity, and (c) perceived fairness mediate the interactive effects of retailer
response type and audience power on the audience’s attitude toward a retailer.

WOM intentions. Finally, an audience’s WOM intention refers to their behavioral intent
to spread positive words about the service/retailer (de Matos & Rossi, 2008). In a service
recovery context, the retailer can motivate audiences, as third-party observers, to spread
positive or negative opinions (Maxham, 2001). The effects of service recovery strategies
on positive WOM are well proved. When a retailer handles complaints effectively, it
enhances consumers’ service perceptions, which further increases the likelihood that
consumers will recommend the service/brand to others (Davidow, 2000; Maxham, 2001).
Accordingly, this study posits that WOM is induced by the interaction between the types
of retailer response and audience power through perceptions.

Hypothesis 6. Consumer audiences’ (a) perceived diagnosticity, (b) perceived
sincerity, and (c) perceived fairness mediate the interactive effects of retailer
response type and audience power on WOM intentions.
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2.5.3. Dynamics among Audience Perceptions, Attitudes, and Behavioral Intentions

When consumers perceive fairness in the service encounter or recovery, they are
likely to have a positive evaluation of the retailer’s service performance (Maxham &
Netemeyer, 2002). Moreover, empirical research supports the positive effects of
perceived diagnosticity (Dubois et al., 2016) and perceived sincerity (Yoon et al., 2006)
on consumers’ evaluations of the retailer. Additionally, consumers’ perceptions of the
service recovery further lead to changes in attitude (Abney, Pelletier, Ford, & Horky,
2017) and in WOM likelihood and valence (Davidow, 2014; de Matos & Rossi, 2008).

Hypothesis 7. Consumer audiences’ (a) perceived diagnosticity, (b) perceived
sincerity, and (c) perceived fairness increase satisfaction with complainthandling.
Hypothesis 8. Consumer audiences’ (a) perceived diagnosticity, (b) perceived
sincerity, and (c) perceived fairness improve attitudes toward retailers.
Hypothesis 9. Consumer audiences’ (a) perceived diagnosticity, (b) perceived
sincerity, and (c) perceived fairness increase positive WOM intentions.

Empirical evidence demonstrates that satisfaction with complaint-handling leads
to an individual’s positive evaluation of a company’s general performance (Maxham &
Netemeyer, 2003). The same effect is proved on positive WOM. When a retailer handles
complaints effectively, the likelihood that consumers will recommend the service/brand
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to others increases (Davidow, 2000; Maxham, 2001). Accordingly, this study posits that a
retailer’s effective handling of complaint messages will increase consumer audiences’
positive WOM. Furthermore, consumers’ positive attitudes have been extensively
examined, and these lead to behavioral outcomes (e.g., Choi & Choi, 2014). Thus,
consumer audiences’ positive attitudes toward retailers are likely to increase their
positive WOM intentions.

Hypothesis 10. Satisfaction with complaint-handling improves audiences’ (a)
attitudes toward retailers and (b) WOM intentions.
Hypothesis 11. Positive attitudes toward retailers improve WOM intentions.

2.5.4. Audience Relationship Orientation as a Moderator

The moderating role of individual relationship orientation on the effect of power
has also been examined, mostly in positive settings such as concerning persuasive
messages related to social responsibility. Power-primed communal individuals tend to
focus on others’ interests, whereas power-primed exchange individuals tend to focus on
their own interests (Chen et al., 2001). In this view, relationship orientations may alter the
effect of power, such that power-primed communals could become susceptible to
warmth-related messages rather than competence-related messages, and power-primed
exchangers become susceptible to competence-related messages rather than warm-related
messages. Thus, relationship orientation may change the role of power in information41

processing by attenuating the aversive effect of power in the setting of service failures:
An exchange goal strengthens audiences’ favorable perceptions of competence-related
messages and a communal goal enhances audiences’ favorable perceptions of warmthrelated messages. Specifically, the present research argues that consumer audiences with
exchange (vs. communal) goals will respond more favorably to competence-related (vs.
warmth-related) messages, in both two power conditions.

Hypothesis 12. There is a three-way interaction between response type, power,
and relationship orientation.
1) For high-power exchange audiences, competence (vs. warmth) in retailers’
responses increases (a1) perceived diagnosticity, (b1) perceived sincerity, and
(c1) perceived fairness.
2) For low-power exchange audiences, competence (vs. warmth) in retailers’
responses increases (a2) perceived diagnosticity, (b2) perceived sincerity, and
(c2) perceived fairness.
3) For high-power communal audiences, warmth (vs. competence) in retailers’
responses increases (d1) perceived diagnosticity, (e1) perceived sincerity, and
(f1) perceived fairness.
4) For low-power communal audiences, warmth (vs. competence) in retailers’
responses increases (d2) perceived diagnosticity, (e2) perceived sincerity, and
(f2) perceived fairness.
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Figure 2.1 depicts the conceptual framework of Study 1 and Figure 2.2 portrays
the research model of Study 2. Table 2.2 summarizes the hypotheses for each study.

Perceived
diagnostcity
Retailer response
Competence vs.
Warmth

Power
High vs. Low

Satisfaction

Perceived
sincerity

Attitude

Perceived
fairness

WOM

Figure 2.1. Role of Consumer Audiences’ Power in Processing Retailer Responses

Perceived
diagnostcity
Retailer response
Competence vs.
Warmth

Perceived
sincerity
Perceived
fairness

Power (High vs. Low) X
Relationship orientation
(Communal vs. Exchange)

Figure 2.2. Relationship Orientation as a Moderator
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Table 2.2. Summary of Hypotheses
Hypotheses
H1 H1a

H1b

H2

H2a

H2b

H3

H3a

H3b

H4

H4a

H4b

H4c

H5

H5a

H5b

H5c

H6

H6a

For high-power condition, warmth (vs. competence) in a
retailer’s response increases audience’s perceived
diagnosticity.
For low-power condition, competence (vs. warmth) in a
retailer’s response increases audience’s perceived
diagnosticity.
For high-power condition, warmth (vs. competence) in a
retailer’s response increases consumer audience’s perceived
sincerity.
For low-power condition, competence (vs. warmth) in the
retailer’s response increases consumer audiences’ perceived
sincerity.
For high-power condition, warmth (vs. competence) in a
retailers’ response increases consumer audience’s perceived
fairness.
For low-power condition, competence (vs. warmth) in the
retailer’s response increases consumer audiences’ perceived
fairness.
Consumer audiences’ perceived diagnosticity mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on satisfaction with complaint handling.
Consumer audiences’ perceived sincerity mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on satisfaction with complaint handling.
Consumer audiences’ perceived fairness mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on satisfaction with complaint handling.
Consumer audiences’ perceived diagnosticity mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on attitude toward retailer.
Consumer audiences’ perceived sincerity mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on attitude toward retailer.
Consumer audiences’ perceived fairness mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on attitude toward retailer.
Consumer audiences’ perceived diagnosticity mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on WOM intentions.
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Study
Study 1

Table 2.2. Continued
Hypotheses
H6b

H6c

H7

H7a
H7b
H7c

H8

H8a
H8b
H8c

H9

H9a
H9b
H9c

H10 H10a
H10b
H11
H12 H12a1

H12b1
H12c1
H12a2

Study
Consumer audiences’ perceived sincerity mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on WOM intentions.
Consumer audiences’ perceived fairness mediates the
interactive effects of retailer response type and audience
power on WOM intentions.
Consumer audiences’ perceived diagnosticity increases
satisfaction with complaint handling.
Consumer audiences’ perceived sincerity increases
satisfaction with complaint handling.
Consumer audiences’ perceived fairness increases
satisfaction with complaint handling.
Consumer audiences’ perceived diagnosticity increases
attitudes toward retailer.
Consumer audiences’ perceived sincerity increases attitudes
toward retailer.
Consumer audiences’ perceived fairness increases attitudes
toward retailer.
Consumer audiences’ perceived diagnosticity increases
WOM intentions.
Consumer audiences’ perceived sincerity increases WOM
intentions.
Consumer audiences’ perceived fairness increases WOM
intentions.
Satisfaction with complaint handling increases attitude
toward the retailer.
Satisfaction with complaint handling increases WOM
intentions.
Attitude toward the retailer increases WOM intentions.
For high-power exchange audiences, competence (vs.
warmth) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
diagnosticity.
For high-power exchange audiences, competence (vs.
warmth) in retailers’ responses increases perceived sincerity.
For high-power exchange audiences, competence (vs.
warmth) in retailers’ responses increases perceived fairness.
For low-power exchange audiences, competence (vs.
warmth) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
diagnosticity.
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Study 2

Table 2.2. Continued
Hypotheses
H12b2 For low-power exchange audiences, competence (vs.
warmth) in retailers’ responses increases perceived sincerity.
H12c2 For low-power exchange audiences, competence (vs.
warmth) in retailers’ responses increases perceived fairness.
H12d1 For high-power communal audiences, warmth (vs.
competence) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
diagnosticity.
H12e1 For high-power communal audiences, warmth (vs.
competence) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
sincerity.
H12f1 For high-power communal audiences, warmth (vs.
competence) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
fairness.
H12d2 For low-power communal audiences, warmth (vs.
competence) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
diagnosticity.
H12e2 For low-power communal audiences, warmth (vs.
competence) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
sincerity.
H12f2 For low-power communal audiences, warmth (vs.
competence) in retailers’ responses increases perceived
fairness.
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Study

CHAPTER THREE
PRETESTS

This chapter presents the pretests and pilot test that were performed to develop the
stimuli, manipulations, and measurements for the main tests. Three pretests were
performed. The purpose of the first pretest was to develop two types of retailer responses
(warmth-related and competence-related). To do so, a survey with open-ended questions
was conducted. The second pretest compared six groups of service interactions between
complainants and retailers, selected appropriate retailer responses, and assessed the
manipulations. The third pretest tested the manipulation of two levels of consumer
audience power (high vs. low). Prior to the main test, a pilot test was conducted to check
the questionnaire. This study was reviewed and exempted by the UTK Institutional
Review Board prior to the pretests and main studies (Approval No: UTK IRB-17-03773XM IRB).

3.1. Pretest 1: Retailer Response Stimuli Development

The first pretest was conducted to develop two types of retailer response to
consumer complaints (warmth-related and competence-related). An online survey was
created on Qualtrics.com and was distributed to 70 undergraduate students and 14
graduates majoring in retail and consumer sciences at the University of Tennessee.
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Sixteen usable responses were collected for data analysis. The mean age of the sample
was 27.3 years (SD = 4.18; range = 20 to 32), and 93.3% were female.
An invitation email containing the URL link to the survey and research
information was sent to participants. After clicking the survey link, participants read
directions and an explanation of the purpose of the survey. They were then directed to the
questionnaire, which started with descriptions of the warmth and competence approaches
that retailers use to respond to consumer complaints in the online store context.

A warmth approach:


Retailers listen carefully to every customer’s stories and respond in a
friendly manner that invites a personal conversation with each customer.



Retailers are very polite to make consumers feel at ease when they seek
help.



Retailers are perceived to be very trustworthy in providing consumers with
right solutions for their problems.



Retailers are perceived to be very amiable when they assist consumers.

A competence approach:


Retailers are very knowledgeable and able to provide full information
about the products.



Retailers are perceived to be very capable in providing consumers with
solutions.
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Retailers are perceived to be very skillful when they assist consumers.



Retailers are very efficient in communicating with consumers.

Following these descriptions, two scenarios were given that portray prevalent
types of consumer complaint on online platforms. Each participant was asked to imagine
him/herself as a customer service representative for a fashion clothing and accessories
retailer and to write down responses to the two complaint messages, one taking a warmth
approach and the other taking a competence approach. Lastly, participants were asked to
complete questions regarding demographic information. In total, 32 warmth responses
and 32 competence responses were collected. Based on the answers, four retailer
responses (two responses for each dimension) were developed as experiment stimuli for
Pretest 2. The warmth-related retailer responses emphasized retailer friendliness and
kindness during service interactions. The competence-related retailer responses
emphasized retailer knowledge and efficiency about their products/services (see Table
3.1). Both the warmth-related and the competence-related responses were confirmed by
three experts in the service industry.
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Table 3.1. Examples of Warmth- and Competence-related Retailer Responses
Consumer Complaint

Warmth-related Response

Competence-related Response

I bought this side-tie T-shirt
because I fell in love when I
tried it on. However, after the
2nd wear and wash, one long
continuous stitching came out
from both sleeves to the bottom
of the shirt. I am very
disappointed because I loved
this shirt's fit. – Jessica Trail

Hello Jessica. I am very sorry to hear you
had a bad experience with this shirt. (I love it
as much as you do!!) I know how it is to love
something and be disappointed with it. 
We always want to make sure that our
consumers enjoy every product that they
purchase and are able to love them for a long
time. I will do some research to see what I
can do to fix it for you!! Again, we apologize
for this inconvenience.

Dear Ms. Trail. We do apologize for the
inconvenience regarding the garment you
purchased. We strive for quality and
endurance in all of our merchandise.
Sometimes the detailing of our apparel
requires special washing instructions, which
you can find printed on the label. To check
if you’re eligible for a return or
replacement, please send your information.
Thank you.

More than two weeks ago I
purchased a pair of shoes from
you. I was told that the delivery
time would be within a week.
Now I’ve already been waiting
for more than a week and there
is no update about my shipment.
I paid the money for the shoes
and expect a clear answer about
when my shoes are finally going
to be delivered. – Rob Oaker

Hello Rob. I am sorry for your unexpected
wait! I know how frustrating it can be when
you expect to receive an item and it does not
show up on time…  We never want any of
our consumers to be upset. With that said,
we will be upgrading your shipping, so you
should receive it in two business days!!
Please accept our apologies—we hope you
love your shoes when they arrive. 

Dear Mr. Oaker. We do apologize for this
communication error. We strive for a
prompt delivery service. We are tracking
your shipment with our logistics team. We
notice the issue lies with the shipping
company, not our warehouse. It shows that
we still have the shoes and size in stock, so
another order has been placed and will be
shipped soon. You will receive it in two
business days.
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3.2. Pretest 2: Retailer Response Manipulation

3.2.1. Research Subjects and Procedure

The purpose of Pretest 2 was to pre-check the manipulation of retailer responses
for the main studies. Having selected the retailer response stimuli from Pretest 1 as
frames, this second pretest aimed to confirm the retailer’s appropriate responses in
warmth and competence dimensions. A scenario-based survey was created at
Qualtrics.com and the survey link was posted on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
platform from May 26 to 27, 2017 to recruit participants. To participate, panelists had to
reside in the United States and to have approval ratings of at least 95%, which means that
95% or more of their previous submissions had been approved by requesters. Seventyseven participants recruited from MTurk participated in the survey, in exchange for $0.75
each. The mean age of the sample was 37.2 years (SD = 9.30; range = 20 to 55), and
61.3% were female.
In order to select appropriate retailer responses, four groups of retailer responses
were developed. Specifically, first experimental stimulus, as a control group, included no
response from the retailer. The second stimulus, using baseline conditions, included
neutral responses to each consumer complaint, such as “Your comment is appreciated.
We look forward to serving you again soon.” The third and fourth experimental stimuli
groups were developed based on the results of Pretest 1, with bullet points that reflected
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specific retailer customer service guidelines for either warmth or competence (see Table
3.2).

Table 3.2. Four Experimental Conditions of Pretest 2

Experiment 1
Experiment 2
Experiment 3
Experiment 4

Retailer Response
No response
Neutral response
Warmth-related response
Competence-related response

After clicking the survey link, participants were directed to the questionnaire
posted on Qualtrics.com. At the beginning of the survey, a consent form was provided
including information about the purpose of the research, the study procedure, and the
estimated time needed to complete the study. Then, participants were randomly assigned
to one of the four experimental condition groups (no response, neutral response, warmthrelated response, or competence-related response). Each participant was asked to read a
short consumer complaint-handling scenario from a fictitious American clothing and
accessories company named Roeys. Retailer responses were manipulated by varying the
way in which the retailer responded to consumer complaints. At the end of the
experiment, participants assessed the extent to which they viewed the retailer’s responses
as conveying warmth or competence in terms of the following two indices: warmth
(warmth, friendliness, and kindness) and competence (competence, efficiency, and being
knowledgeable) (Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008). These items used a 7-point Likert-type
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scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The acceptable reliabilities
for these two indices were reported in a prior study (α > .85, Cuddy et al., 2008).

3.2.2. Manipulation Checks

First, a series of t-tests were conducted to select the most appropriate retailer
responses based on participants’ perceptions of the retailers’ warmth and competence in
each group. The results showed that the control group (n = 16) had the lowest scores for
both warmth (M = 2.02, SD = 1.56) and competence (M = 1.61, SD = 1.35), followed by
the baseline group. In the baseline group, where neutral retailer responses (n = 23) were
used, participants perceived both low warmth (M = 3.41, SD = 1.50) and low competence
(M = 3.28, SD = 1.49). In the warmth group (n = 17), participants perceived more warmth
(M = 5.74, SD = 1.19) than competence (M = 4.67, SD = 1.21). In contrast, participants
viewed the competence-related retailer responses (n = 21) as conveying more competence
(M = 5.71, SD = .89) than warmth (M = 4.15, SD = 2.00). Based on comparisons of the
means among the four groups, group 3 (warmth) and group 4 (competence) were selected
for further analysis (see Table 3.3).
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Table 3.3. Warmth and Competence in Four Groups of Retailer Responses
n
Experiment 1
Experiment 2
Experiment 3
Experiment 4

16
23
17
21

Warmth
M (SD)
2.02 (1.56)
3.41 (1.50)
5.74 (1.19)
4.15 (2.00)

Competence
M (SD)
1.61 (1.35)
3.28 (1.49)
4.67 (1.21)
5.71 (.89)

t

p

0.79
0.29
2.60
3.27

.43
.77
.01
.002

Second, a series of analyses of variance were performed to check the success of
the manipulation procedure. A one-way univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
conducted to confirm the manipulation of retailer responses in the selected experimental
groups. The results revealed that participants viewed retailer responses as conveying
more warmth in the warmth-related condition (M = 5.74, SD = 1.19) than in the
competence-related condition (M = 4.15, SD = 2.00; F (1, 36) = 8.24, p = .007). Further,
an additional one-way ANOVA suggested that participants viewed retailer responses as
conveying more competence in the competence-related condition (M = 5.71, SD = .89)
than in the warmth-related condition (M = 4.67, SD = 1.21; F (1, 36) = 9.65, p = .004).
The findings were consistent with previous research (Dubois et al., 2016), and the
manipulation of retailer responses was successfully confirmed (see Table 3.4).

Table 3.4. ANOVA Results for the Retailer Response Manipulation Check
Measures

Warmth
Competence

Warmth-related
Response
M (SD)
5.74 (1.19)
4.67 (1.21)

Competence-related
Response
M (SD)
4.15 (2.00)
5.71 (.89)
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F (1, 36)
8.24
9.65

p
.007
.004

3.3. Pretest 3: Power Manipulation

3.3.1. Research Subjects and Procedure

The purpose of Pretest 3 was to design and examine the manipulation of
consumer audience power. To manipulate two different levels of power (high versus
low), this study adopted the power recall tasks that have been extensively used in the
power literature (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003). In order to ensure the
manipulations of different levels of power were valid, a baseline condition (no power)
was included in this study.
A total of 243 participants were recruited on the MTurk platform from May 31 to
June 2, 2017. To participate, panelists had to: (1) be residents of the United States; (2)
have a 95% or higher approval rating; and (3) have not participated in any previous
similar studies. Participants received $0.75 in exchange for their participation. The mean
age of the sample was 35.2 years (SD = 9.30; range = 21 to 55), and 49.4% were female.
A web-based scenario experiment design was used in this study. A survey link
that directed participants to the experiment website was posted on MTurk with a brief
description of the study and procedure. Upon arrival at the questionnaire site, participants
were led to (1) read a consent form stating the purpose of the research, the estimated time
needed to finish the survey, and a statement of confidentiality assurance, (2) complete a
recall task, and (3) complete several questionnaire questions, including manipulation
checks and demographic items.
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Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental condition
groups: high-, low-, or no-power. At the beginning of the experiment, participants were
told to complete the task that best related to their daily life and to describe their
experiences in a much detail as possible, by explaining what happened and how they felt,
for example. Following Galinsky et al.’s (2003) power priming task, the recall tasks for
the high- and low-power conditions were conducted as follows:

High-power condition:

Please recall a particular incident in which you had power over another individual
or individuals. By power, we mean a situation in which you controlled the ability
to another person or persons to get something they wanted, or were in a position
to evaluate those individuals.

Low-power condition:

Please recall a particular incident in which someone else had power over you. By
power, we mean a situation in which someone had control over your ability to get
something you wanted, or was in a position to evaluate you.

In the baseline (no-power) condition, participants were asked to recall their daily
experiences (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008):
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Please recall your day yesterday. Please describe your experiences yesterday as
detailed as possible—what happened, how you felt, etc.

In order to enhance the effectiveness of the power priming, participants were
asked to provide thorough descriptions of their experiences in the recall essays, with a
minimum of 100 characters. The results showed that participants tended to “walk
through” their daily life in the no-power condition. Participants in the low-power
condition described the details of feeling a lack of power under certain circumstances.
Participants in the high-power condition, on the other hand, described the facts that made
them feel powerful (see Table 3.5 for example responses). Next, the participants
proceeded to the manipulation check items, which examined their feelings concerning the
recall tasks.
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Table 3.5. Example Responses to the Power Recall Task
Condition
No-power

Essay Description
Yesterday, I was off of work. I decided to spend my day doing nothing
in particular. I woke up, walked my dogs for 30 minutes, and then
cooked and ate breakfast. I spend the rest of my day playing computer
games and watching Sherlock Holmes on Netflix until dinner time. My
day went by really fast, and it wasn't particularly special. I still enjoyed
it, though, and it was a nice refresher from my usual work schedule.

Low-power

I was recently interviewing for a content writing job and had to write a
piece on speculation. The person evaluating me didn't speak English
very well, so I was very unsure as to what they were going to be judging
me on. I felt nervous and uncertain. I thought I did a good job on the
writing task, but didn't get a call back.

High-power

I was a manager at a restaurant for a few years and handled new hires
and interviews occasionally. I had the power to control when people
were able to go home or switch shifts. This is a highly coveted thing in
the food industry. I always tried my best to treat everyone equally and
make them happy at the same time.

3.3.2. Manipulation Checks

To assess power levels, participants were asked to answer three questions using
7-point bipolar items (Dubois et al., 2016). That is, they were asked to indicate how the
previous recall essay made them feel: (1) powerless or (7) powerful, (1) without control
or (7) in control, and (1) weak or (7) strong. The acceptable reliability of these items was
reported in a prior study (α = .90, Dubois et al., 2016).
A one-way ANOVA was performed to assess the validity of the power
manipulation. The results revealed that for participants in the low-power condition, the
recall essay made them feel like they had low power (n = 79, M = 2.41, SD = 1.43),
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whereas the participants in the high-power condition felt more powerful (n = 87, M =
5.93, SD = .98). In the baseline condition (n = 77), participants felt relatively low power
(M = 4.49, SD = 1.37). In summary, participants felt significantly less powerful in the
low-power condition than in the baseline condition and high-power condition (F (2, 240)
= 160.24, p < .001) (see Table 3.6). Although the overall manipulation mean score for the
baseline condition was higher (M = 4.49, SD = 1.37) than the median value (M = 4.00) of
the measurement scales (1 to 7), the post-hoc tests using Bonferroni suggested significant
differences between the low-power and baseline conditions (Mdifference = 2.08, SE = .20, p
< .001), between the high-power and baseline conditions (Mdifference = 1.44, SE = .20, p
< .001), and between the high-power and low-power conditions (Mdifference = 3.52, SE
= .20, p < .001) (see Table 3.7). Therefore, the power manipulation was successful and
the results were consistent with previous research (Dubois et al., 2016).

Table 3.6. ANOVA Results for the Retailer Response Manipulation Checks
Measure

Power

High
M
(SD)
5.93
(0.98)

Low
n
87

M
(SD)
2.41
(1.43)

Baseline
M
n
(SD)
4.49
77
(1.37)

n
79

F (2, 240)
160.24

p
<.001

Table 3.7. Post-Hoc Test Results of the Three Power Groups
Measure
Power

High-Baseline
Mdifference (SE)
1.44 (.20)

Low-Baseline
Mdifference (SE)
2.08 (.20)
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High-Low
Mdifference (SE)
3.52 (.20)

p
<.001

3.4. Pilot Test

A pilot test was conducted prior to the main studies in order to accomplish two
overall goals. The primary objective of the pilot test was to verify the feasibility of the
first main test by conducting a priming task and simulating a scenario-based experiment.
Specifically, the priming task was given first to prime consumer audiences’ situational
power levels, and this was followed by the service interaction scenarios. The experiment
sequences were consistent with prior research examining the effects of power on
consumer behavior (e.g., Briñol, Petty, Valle, Rucker, & Becerra, 2007; Rucker et al.,
2012). Second, the pilot test was expected to help assess the measurement items of the
research framework.

3.4.1. Research Design

This study employed a 2 (retailer response: warmth- vs. competence-related) X 2
(audience power: high vs. low) between-subject factorial design. Consistent with
Pretest 2, retailer response was operationalized by differentiating the way in which
retailers responded to consumer complaints. That is, warmth-related retailer responses
displayed retailers’ friendliness and kindness when they replied to complaint messages,
and competence-related retailer responses showed knowledge and efficiency.
In order to exclude possible confounding effects, such as consumers’ existing
attitudes toward brands, this pilot test adopted a fictitious clothing and accessories retailer
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named Roeys, which was also used in Pretest 2. To approximate a real online platform
setting, two consumer complaints and two corresponding retailer responses were
provided in each experimental condition. As in Pretest 3, consumer audience power was
manipulated by a recall task that primed participants’ power levels. In order to ensure that
participants paid attention to the experiments, two attention check measures were
incorporated after the service interaction scenarios (Brannon, Sacchi, & Gawronski,
2017). The first attention check measure was used to check whether participants read the
instructions carefully. Before the question, a description was provided as follows:

In order to facilitate our research on consumer complaints we are interested in
knowing certain factors about you. In order to demonstrate that you have read the
instructions, please ignore the sports items below. Instead, simply click on the
next button to proceed to the next screen. Thank you very much.

Then, participants were asked to indicate the activities that they most commonly
engaged in of the listed sport activities. If the participants selected any of the sport items,
they were bounced out of the online survey. The second question was to check whether
participants read the scenario carefully by asking for the number of consumer complaints
that they read in the scenario. If participants selected anything other than two, they were
automatically directed out of the survey.
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3.4.2. Procedure

A total of 385 participants were recruited from online consumer panels by a
market research company, Research Now (http://www.researchnow.com/en-US.aspx).
The company collected data over a one-week period, from August 4 to August 10, 2017.
Out of 385 responses, 152 (approximately 39% of the dataset) were randomly selected to
perform this pilot test. The remaining 233 were used for the first main study.
The experiment consisted of six steps. Upon arrival at the online survey site,
participants were led to: (1) read a consent form including the purpose of the study, the
procedure of the study, and the confidentiality information and participant rights related
to the research, (2) complete a power recall task, (3) finish a survey for power priming,
(4) read a scenario of a retailer responding to consumer complaints, (5) complete
manipulation check items for the retailer responses, and (6) complete a questionnaire
concerning the dependent variables, experiences of the consumer complaints, and
demographics. In addition to two attention-checking items designed for cautionary
purposes, four filler items such as “please select 2” were included in the questionnaire to
single out participants randomly selecting answers (Brannon et al., 2017). When
participants failed to select the designated options for the filler items, they were directed
to the end of the survey.
Upon arriving at the survey site, participants were randomly assigned to one of
two experimental condition groups with relation to power manipulation. As in Pretest 3,
for the low-power condition, participants were asked to recall a particular incident in
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which (an)other person(s) had control over them, and to write down the situation using a
minimum of 100 characters. For the high-power condition, participants were asked to
recall a specific experience when they had power over (an)other individual(s) and to
describe the situation in at least 100 characters. After the power-priming task, participants
proceeded to a survey of three manipulation check items, which assessed the extent to
which the recall task made the participants feel powerful on 7-point scales ranging from:
powerless (1) to powerful (7), without control (1) to in control (7), and weak (1) to strong
(7).
After completing the priming questionnaire, participants were directed to explore
consumer complaint-handling scenarios with a retailer named Roeys. The two types of
retailer responses/handling strategies were randomly assigned to participants. In the
condition for warmth-related retailer responses, participants first read the specific
customer service guidelines below, which were created in Pretest 1:



Employees listen carefully to every customer's stories and respond in a
friendly manner that invites a personal conversation with each customer.



Employees are very polite to make consumers feel at ease when they seek
help.



Employees are perceived to be very trustworthy in providing consumers with
right solutions for their problems.



Employees are perceived to be very amiable when they assist consumers.

63

Next, participants were asked to read some consumer complaints and their
corresponding responses from Roeys. As in Pretest 2, in the warmth condition, the
retailer replied to the complaint messages with an emphasis on friendliness during service
interactions. One example is as follows:

Customer Review by Jessica Trail
I bought this side-tie T-shirt because I fell in love when I tried it on. However,
after the 2nd wear and wash, one long continuous stitching came out from both
sleeves to the bottom of the shirt. I am very disappointed because I loved this
shirt's fit.

Response from Roeys
Hello Jessica. I am very sorry to hear you had a bad experience with this shirt. (I
love it as much as you do!!) I know how it is to love something and be
disappointed with it. ☹ We always want to make sure that our consumers enjoy
every product that they purchase and are able to love them for a long time. I will
do some research to see what I can do to fix it for you!! Again, we apologize for
this inconvenience.

In the condition for competence-related retailer responses, participants read the
customer service guidelines below:
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Employees are very knowledgeable and able to provide full information about
the products.



Employees are perceived to be very capable in providing consumers with
solutions.



Employees are perceived to be very skillful when they assist consumers.



Employees are very efficient in communicating with consumers.

Then, participants were asked to read two consumer complaints and the
corresponding competence-related retailer responses. As in Pretest 2, one of the retailer
responses was as follows:

Customer Review by Jessica Trail
I bought this side-tie T-shirt because I fell in love when I tried it on. However,
after the 2nd wear and wash, one long continuous stitching came out from both
sleeves to the bottom of the shirt. I am very disappointed because I loved this
shirt's fit.

Response from Roeys
Dear Ms. Trail. We do apologize for the inconvenience regarding the garment you
purchased. We strive for quality and endurance in all of our merchandise.
Sometimes the detailing of our apparel requires special washing instructions,
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which you can find printed on the label. To check if you’re eligible for a return or
replacement, please send your information. Thank you.

After reading the consumer complaint-handing scenarios, participants were
directed to a survey for two attention-check measures and a manipulation check
concerning the retailer response types. By using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7), the manipulation check items assessed the
extent to which participants viewed retailer responses as conveying warmth (warmth,
friendliness, and kindness) and competence (competence, efficiency, and being
knowledgeable). Finally, participants were asked to complete a questionnaire asking for
their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about the scenarios, demographic information,
and relevant consumer complaint experiences (see Table 3.8).
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Table 3.8. Online Scenario-based Experiment Sequence
Procedure
Step 1

Read a consent form for the study

Step 2

Complete a recall task to prime situational power

Step 3

Finish manipulation check items for the power-priming task

Step 4

View the consumer complaint scenarios with retailer responses from Roeys

Step 5

Complete a survey including manipulation checks for retailer response
type and items concerning the dependent variables, previous experience of
consumer complaints, and demographics

Step 6

Receive a thank you note and exit

3.4.3. Measures

The dependent variables in this pilot study were perceived diagnosticity,
perceived sincerity, perceived fairness, satisfaction with complaint-handling, attitude
toward retailer, and WOM intentions. The measures of all the variables were adopted
from previous studies.
Perceived diagnosticity is defined as the extent to which an individual considers
the information he or she receives to be relevant to a specific task (Dubois et al., 2016).
In this study, the degree to which participants perceived retailer responses to be relevant
to their information-processing was measured using four items (α = .90, Ahluwalia,
67

2002). The items asked participants to indicate the degree to which they felt that the
retailer responses they just read were: “extremely irrelevant – extremely relevant,” “not at
all useful – of very great use,” “not at all indicative – very indicative,” and “not at all
helpful – very helpful.” These items used a 7-point semantic differential scale.
Perceived sincerity refers to the extent to which a company discloses its true
intentions in the response messages (Yoon et al., 2006). In this study, perceived sincerity
examines whether consumer audiences perceived retailers to be sincere in recovering
service failures and benefiting the complainants. Four measurement items were adopted
from Mackenzie & Lutz (1989) (α > .89). The items asked participants to rate their
thoughts about the retailer responses in the scenario. Answers were recorded on 7-point
scales ranging from: insincere (1) to sincere (7), dishonest (1) to honest (7), not credible
(1) to credible (7), and not convincing (1) to convincing (7).
Perceived fairness refers to consumers’ perceptions of a retailer’s general
disposition toward achieving equitable exchange relationships with its consumers (Bolton
et al., 2010). By this definition, perceived fairness is retrieved through the service
interactions indicating the voices of complainants and the efforts made by retailers
(Skarlicki et al., 1998). In this study, participants were asked to report their perceptions of
the retailer in the service interaction scenarios. Perceived fairness was assessed with three
items developed by Bolton et al. (2010) (α = .91). Participants reported the degree to
which they perceived that the retailer “is a fair company,” “treats its customers in fair
way,” and “appears fair to me” on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree
(1) to strongly agree (7).
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Satisfaction with complaint-handling is defined as the consumer audience’s
evaluation of how well a retailer reacted to negative comments on online platforms
(Orsingher et al., 2010). Satisfaction with complaint-handling was assessed with four
measurement items using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to
strongly agree (7) (α = .92, Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002). The measures include “In my
opinion, the retailer provided a satisfactory resolution to the consumer’s problem on this
particular occasion,” “I am not satisfied with the retailer’s handling of this particular
problem,” “I am very satisfied with the complaint handling of the retailer,” and
“Regarding this particular event, I am satisfied with the retailer.”
Attitude toward retailer is defined as an audience’s favorable or unfavorable
evaluation of a company (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Consumer audiences’ attitudes
toward the retailer were assessed using three separate 7-point semantic differential scale
items. These items were anchored at: dislike (1) – like (7), bad (1) – good (7), and
unfavorable (1) – favorable (7). Prior research found them highly reliable (α = .94, Coyle
& Thorson, 2001).
WOM intentions refers to behavioral intents to spread positive words about the
service/retailer (de Matos & Rossi, 2008). In order to assess participants’ WOM
intentions, four items were adopted from Maxham (2001). Participants were asked to
report the likelihood of their engagement in positive WOM concerning the retailer. One
measurement item, “How likely is it that you would spread positive word-of-mouth about
the retailer’s service,” was assessed with a 7-point Likert scale anchored at very unlikely
(1) and very likely (7). The other three items used a 7-point Likert scale ranging from
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strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). These three items were: “I would recommend
the retailer to my friends,” “If my friends were looking for to purchase clothes, I would
tell them to try this retailer,” and “I will encourage friends and relatives to visit this
retailer’s website.”

3.4.4. Results

The objectives of this pilot test were: (1) to check the manipulation of two
experimental factors (retailer response type and audience power), (2) to determine the
progression on the survey site and (3) to assess the measures of all the dependent
variables prior to the main study.

Participants

All 152 responses were usable for data analysis. As shown in Table 3.9, the mean
age was 45.5, with ages ranging from 18 to 75. Eighty-seven of the total 152 respondents
(57.3%) ranged in age from 20 to 50 years. The samples were well-balanced in terms of
gender. Seventy-nine respondents (52%) were female; seventy-three (48%) were male
(see Table 3.9). The majority were White/Non-Hispanic (71.7%) and about 86 percent of
the respondents had seen online consumer complaints before. About 33 percent of the
respondents checked consumer complaints online most of the time for their shopping (see
Table 3.10).
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Table 3.9. Demographic Characteristics of Participants
Demographics

Mean (SD)

Gender
Female
Male
Age
18‒20
20‒35
36‒50
51‒65
Over 65

Frequency
(N = 152)

Percentage

79
73

52.0
48.0

2
52
35
43
20

1.3
34.2
23.1
28.3
13.2

21
109
9
10
1
2

13.8
71.7
5.9
6.6
0.7
1.3

45.54 (15.83)

Ethnic Background
Black or African American
White/Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Asian or Pacific Islander
Native American
Other

Table 3.10. Participants’ Previous Experiences with Consumer Complaints
Frequency
(N = 152)

Percent

As a shopper, have you ever seen any consumer
complaints posted in online platforms?
Yes
No

131
21

86.2
13.8

How often do you check consumer complaints
online for your shopping? (missing n = 21)
Always
Most of the time
About half the time
Sometimes
Never

17
51
25
37
1

11.2
33.6
16.4
24.3
0.7
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Manipulation Checks

To perform the manipulation check for consumer audience power, an independent
sample t-test was used. The manipulation check results showed that participants in the
low-power condition (n = 65) found that the recall task made them feel a lack of power
(M = 2.89, SD = 1.65). In the high-power condition (n = 87), participants indicated that
the priming task made them feel more powerful (M = 5.05, SD = 1.52). The difference
between the two power conditions was statistically significant (t (150) = −.838, p < .001),
which confirmed the successful manipulation of power (see Table 3.11).

Table 3.11. T-test Results for Power Priming
Measure
Power

Low Power
M (SD)
2.89 (1.65)

n
65

High Power
M (SD)
5.05 (1.52)

n
87

t

p

−8.38

< .001

Two independent sample t-tests were performed to assess the manipulation of the
retailer response types. The first t-test, on the items measuring warmth, suggested that
participants perceived more warmth in the warmth-related retailer responses (M = 5.87,
SD = 1.15) compared to the competence-related retailer responses (M = 4.80, SD = 1.51, t
(150) = 4.87, p < .001). The second t-test, on the items measuring competence, revealed
that participants perceived more competence in the competence-related retailer responses
(M = 5.55, SD = 1.35) than in the warmth-related responses (M = 4.62, SD = 1.32, t (150)
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= 4.27, p < .001). Therefore, the results of the two independent sample t-tests confirmed
successful manipulations for the retailer response types (see Table 3.12).

Table 3.12. T-test Results for the Retailer Response Types
Measure

Warmth
Competence

Warmth-related
Response (n = 69)
M (SD)
5.87 (1.15)
4.62 (1.32)

Competence-related
Response (n = 83)
M (SD)
4.80 (1.51)
5.55 (1.35)

t (df)

p

4.87 (150)
4.27 (150)

< .001
< .001

Questionnaire Assessment

Three methods were operationalized to assess the measurement items. First,
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with maximum likelihood extraction and direct oblimin
rotation method was performed to check the unidimensionality of each variable. One item
for satisfaction with complaint-handling was reversed for the analysis. Items that had
factor loadings greater than .40, communality scores greater than .30, and cross-loading
scores larger than .40 were kept. As shown in Table 3.13, all the items showed good
psychometric properties and yielded six constructs. Second, internal reliability was
assessed using Cronbach’s alphas of the measurements. As a result, reliability scores and
the total variance explained were all high (above .50) and constant, which suggested the
unidimensionality of each construct.
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Table 3.13. Unidimensionality and Reliability of the Research Variables
Std. Factor
Loading
Perceived diagnosticity
1. Extremely irrelevant/extremely relevant
2. Not at all useful/of very great use
3. Not at all indicative/very indicative
4. Not at all helpful/very helpful

.88
.88
.79
.91

Perceived sincerity
1. Insincere/sincere
2. Dishonest/honest
3. Not credible/credible
4. Not convincing/convincing

.80
.86
.93
.93

Perceived fairness
1. The retailer is a fair company.
2. The retailer treats its customers in fair
way.
3. The retailer appears fair to me.

% Variance
Explained
74.49

Cronbach’s
Alpha
.92

77.75

.93

85.56

.95

76.11

.90

92.62

.97

88.88

.97

.90
.94
.93

Satisfaction with complaint-handling
1. In my opinion, the retailer provided a
satisfactory resolution to the consumer’s
problem on this particular occasion.
2. I am not satisfied with the retailer’s
handling of this particular problem.
(reversed)
3. I am very satisfied with the complaint
handling of the retailer.
4. Regarding this particular event, I am
satisfied with the retailer.

.94

.56

.97
.95

Attitude toward retailer
1. Dislike/like
2. Bad/good
3. Unfavorable/favorable

.93
.98
.97

WOM intentions
1. How likely is it that you would spread
positive word-of-mouth about the retailer’s
service?
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.91

Table 3.13. Continued
Std. Factor
Loading
.97

2. I would recommend the retailer to my
friends.
3. If my friends were looking for to
purchase clothes, I would tell them to try
this retailer.
4. I will encourage friends and relatives to
visit this retailer’s website.

% Variance
Explained

Cronbach’s
Alpha

.96

.94

Lastly, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to assess the
measurement model using maximum likelihood estimation. One item for satisfaction with
complaint-handling was removed because of low factor loading. The final measurement
model yielded an acceptable fit: χ2 (174) = 333.45, p = .001, χ2/df = 1.92, RMSEA = .078,
IFI = .965, TLI = .957, and CFI = .964. The composite reliability scores of the constructs
ranged from .92 to .98 and therefore exceeded the recommended standards for construct
reliability (see Table 3.14). The average variance extracted (AVE) of each construct was
greater than .50, which confirmed convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).
Furthermore, for each construct, the AVE was greater than the squared correlation
coefficients between associated pairs of constructs, supporting discriminant validity (see
Table 3.15).
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Table 3.14. Measurement Model Statistics
Std. Factor
Loading
Perceived diagnosticity
1. Extremely irrelevant/extremely relevant
2. Not at all useful/of very great use
3. Not at all indicative/very indicative
4. Not at all helpful/very helpful

.88
.87
.76
.92

Perceived sincerity
1. Insincere/sincere
2. Dishonest/honest
3. Not credible/credible
4. Not convincing/convincing

.81
.86
.93
.94

Perceived fairness
1. The retailer is a fair company.
2. The retailer treats its customers in fair way.
3. The retailer appears fair to me.
Satisfaction with complaint-handling
1. In my opinion, the retailer provided a
satisfactory resolution to the consumer’s problem
on this particular occasion.
2. I am not satisfied with the retailer’s handling
of this particular problem. (reversed)
3. I am very satisfied with the complaint
handling of the retailer.
4. Regarding this particular event, I am satisfied
with the retailer.
Attitude toward retailer
1. Dislike/like
2. Bad/good
3. Unfavorable/favorable

CR

AVE

.92

.74

.93

.78

.95

.86

.97

.91

.98

.93

.97

.89

.91
.93
.94

.94

n.a.
.96
.96

.94
.98
.98

WOM intentions
1. How likely is it that you would spread positive
word-of-mouth about the retailer’s service?
2. I would recommend the retailer to my friends.
3. If my friends were looking for to purchase
clothes, I would tell them to try this retailer.
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.91
.97
.95

Table 3.14. Continued

4. I will encourage friends and relatives to visit
this retailer’s website.

Std. Factor
Loading
.94

CR

AVE

Table 3.15. Convergent and Discriminant Validity
Construct
1. Perceived
diagnosticity
2. Perceived sincerity
3. Perceived fairness
4. Satisfaction
5. Attitude toward
retailer
6. WOM intentions

1
.74

2

3

4

5

.36
.57
.56
.44

.78
.53
.47
.56

.86
.84
.76

.91
.77

.93

.39

.36

.69

.75

.65

6

.89

Note. The numbers along the diagonal line are the average variances extracted for each
construct. The numbers below the diagonal show the squared correlation coefficients
between the constructs.
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CHAPTER FOUR
MAIN STUDIES

4.1. Study 1

4.1.1. Overview

The first main study was conducted to demonstrate proposed Hypotheses 1‒11.
Specifically, the primary objective of this study was to test the moderating role of
audience power on the effect of retailer response type on consumer perceptions of retailer
service recovery efforts. It was expected that audiences with lower levels of power would
have increased perceptions of retailer service when they processed competence-related
retailer responses as opposed to warmth-related responses. For audiences with high
power, the opposite effect would occur, such that service perceptions would increase
when they evaluated warmth-related responses compared to competence-related ones.
The second objective was to examine the mechanism by which such perceptions
would mediate the effects on audience attitudes and behavioral responses. Audience
perceptions of service recovery were expected to mediate the interactive effect of retailer
response and audience power on audience satisfaction, attitude toward the retailer, and
WOM intentions. The last objective of this study was to assess the hypothesized
relationships among the latent variables (perceived diagnosticity, perceived sincerity,
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perceived fairness, satisfaction with complaint-handling, attitude toward the retailer, and
WOM intentions).

4.1.2. Research Design and Participants

A web-based experiment was conducted using a 2 (retailer response: warmth vs.
competence) X 2 (audience power: high vs. low) between-subjects factorial design. A
total of 233 participants were recruited from a market research company, ResearchNow.
They were randomly assigned to one of four experimental condition groups. Over half of
the participants were male (50.2%) and the mean age was 36.2, with ages ranging from
18 to 54. The majority of the respondents were White/Non-Hispanic (75.1%), followed
by Black or African-American (12.9%) and Hispanic (4.3%) (see Table 4.1).
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Table 4.1. Demographic Characteristics of the Participants of Study 1
Demographics

Mean (SD)

Gender
Female
Male
Age
18‒20
21‒35
36‒50
Above 50

Frequency
(N = 233)
116
117

Percentage

49.8
50.2

36.20 (10.05)

Ethnic Background
Black or African American
White/Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Asian or Pacific Islander
Native American
Other

12
105
93
23

5.1
45.1
39.9
9.9

30
175
10
8
6
4

12.9
75.1
4.3
3.4
2.6
1.7

4.1.3. Procedure

As in the pilot test, this experiment consisted of six steps. Upon arrival at the
online survey, participants were led to: (1) read a welcome message including the
purpose of the study, the procedure of the study, the confidentiality policy, and
participant rights related to the research, (2) complete a power-priming task, (3) fill in a
survey for a manipulation check of the power-priming, (4) read consumer complaint
scenarios and corresponding retailer responses, (5) complete manipulation check items
concerning retailer response types, and (6) complete a questionnaire including items
concerning dependent variables and demographic information.
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4.1.4. Stimuli

Audience Power. Audience power was manipulated through a recall task. In the
low-power condition, participants were asked to write about a time they lacked power. In
the high-power condition, participants were asked to recall an incident where they had
control over (an)other(s) (Galinsky et al., 2003). To perform the power manipulation
check, three questions were asked using a 7-point bipolar scale. Participants were asked
to indicate the degree to which the recall essay made them feel: powerless (1) – powerful
(7), without control (1) – in control (7), and weak (1) – strong (7).
Retailer Response. Retailer responses were manipulated by varying the way in
which the retailer replied to consumer complaints. The warmth-related responses
emphasized retailers’ friendliness and kindness during service interactions with the
complainants. The competence-related responses emphasized retailers’ knowledge and
efficiency during service interactions. To conduct a manipulation check for retailer
response type, the survey asked participants to rate the degree to which they viewed the
messages as conveying warmth (warmth, friendliness, and kindness) and competence
(competence, efficiency, and being knowledgeable) (Dubois et al., 2016). The items were
assessed using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly
agree (7).

81

4.1.5. Dependent Measures

Perceived diagnosticity. Perceived diagnosticity was assessed with four items
using a 7-point semantic differential scale (Ahluwalia, 2002). The items asked
participants to indicate the degree to which they felt the retailer responses they just read
were: extremely irrelevant (1) – extremely relevant (7), not at all useful (1) – of very
great use (7), not at all indicative (1) – very indicative (7), and not at all helpful (1) – very
helpful (7), in reference to the retailers’ customer service.
Perceived sincerity. Four measurement items from Mackenzie and Lutz (1989)
were used to assess audience perceptions of sincerity embedded in retailer responses.
Participants were asked to report their thoughts on 7-point scales anchored at: insincere
(1) – sincere (7), dishonest (1) – honest (7), not credible (1) – credible (7), and not
convincing (1) – convincing (7).
Perceived fairness. Perceived fairness was assessed with three items developed
by Bolton et al. (2010). Participants reported the degree to which they perceived that the
retailer: “is a fair company,” “treats its customers in fair way,” and “appears fair to me”
on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).
Satisfaction with complaint-handling. Satisfaction with complaint-handling was
assessed with four measurement items anchored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from
strong disagree (1) to strongly agree (7) (Maxham & Netemeyer, 2002). Participants were
asked to answer the following statements: “In my opinion, the retailer provided a
satisfactory resolution to the consumer’s problem on this particular occasion,” “I am not
satisfied with the retailer’s handling of this particular problem,” “I am very satisfied with
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the complaint handling of the retailer,” and “Regarding this particular event, I am
satisfied with the retailer.”
Attitude toward retailer. Consumer audience attitude toward the retailer was
recorded using three 7-point semantic differential scale items (Coyle & Thorson, 2001).
Three items were used with scales anchored at: dislike (1) – like (7), bad (1) – good (7),
unfavorable (1) – favorable (7).
WOM intentions. Participants were asked to respond to the following statements:
“How likely is it that you would spread positive word-of-mouth about the retailer’s
service,” “I would recommend the retailer to my friends,” “If my friends were looking for
to purchase clothes, I would tell them to try this retailer,” and “I will encourage friends
and relatives to visit this retailer’s website” (de Matos & Rossi, 2008). The first measure
was assessed with a 7-point Likert scale anchored at very unlikely (1) and very likely (7).
The other three items used a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to
strongly agree (7).

4.1.6. Results

Manipulation Checks

The manipulation of power was assessed by conducting an independent sample
t-test. As shown in Table 4.2, participants in the low-power condition felt a lack of power
(M = 3.17, SD = 1.67), whereas participants in the high-power condition felt powerful (M
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= 5.00, SD = 1.37). The difference between the low-power and the high-power conditions
was statistically significant (t (231) = −9.15, p < .001). Therefore, the manipulation check
confirmed that the power priming was successful.

Table 4.2. T-test Results for the Audience Power Manipulation Check in Study 1
Measure
Power

Low Power
M (SD)
3.17 (1.67)

n
112

High Power
M (SD)
5.00 (1.37)

n
121

t
−9.15

p
< .001

An additional independent sample t-test was conducted for the manipulation
check of retailer response types. The results revealed that the participants perceived the
retailer responses to convey more warmth in the warmth-related condition (M = 5.89, SD
= .99) than in the competence-related condition (M = 4.70, SD = 1.49). The difference
between the two conditions in terms of warmth was statistically significant (t (231) =
7.27, p < .001). In contrast, participants viewed the messages as conveying more
competence in the competence-related condition (M = 5.50, SD = 1.33) than in the
warmth-related condition (M = 4.23, SD = .87). The difference between the two
conditions in terms of competence was statistically significant (t (231) = −8.76, p < .001).
Thus, the manipulation of retailer responses was successful (see Table 4.3).
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Table 4.3. T-test Results for the Retailer Response Manipulation Check in Study 1
Measure

Warmth
Competence

Warmth-related
Response (n = 128)
M (SD)
5.89 (0.99)
4.23 (0.87)

Competence-related
Response (n = 105)
M (SD)
4.70 (1.49)
5.50 (1.33)

t (df)

p

7.27 (231)
−8.76 (231)

< .001
< .001

Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power

A series of two-way ANOVA were conducted to analyze whether audience power
moderates the effect of retailer response on audience perceptions of service recovery.
First, a two-way ANOVA was performed to test the moderating role of power in the
relationship between retailer response and perceived diagnosticity. The results showed
that there were no main effects of power (F (1, 229) = .14, p = .71, ƞp2 = .001) and
retailer response (F (1, 229) = .02, p = .88, ƞp2 = .000) on audiences’ perceived
diagnosticity. However, there was a significant two-way interaction between power and
retailer response concerning perceived diagnosticity (F (1, 229) = 52.10, p < .001, ƞp2
= .19) (see Table 4.4).

Table 4.4. Two-way ANOVA Results for Perceived Diagnosticity

Retailer response
Power
Retailer response x Power

F (1, 229)
0.14
0.02
52.10
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p
.71
.88
< .001

ƞp2
.001
.000
.185

As shown in Table 4.5 and Figure 4.1, planned contrasts revealed that participants
in the low-power condition perceived competence-related retailer responses (M = 5.65,
SD = 1.17) to be more relevant than warmth-related responses (M = 4.54, SD = 1.26, t =
−4.66, p < .01) in judging customer service. However, participants in the high-power
condition had higher levels of perceived diagnosticity toward warmth-related responses
(M = 5.62, SD = 1.14) than competence-related ones (M = 4.46, SD = 1.14, t = 5.60, p
< .05). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Table 4.5. Planned Contrast Results for the Effects of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Diagnosticity

Perceived
diagnosticity

Low power
Warmth-related
Competenceresponse
related response
(n = 70)
(n = 42)
4.54 (1.26)
5.65 (1.17)

High power
Warmth-related
Competenceresponse
related response
(n = 58)
(n = 63)
5.62 (1.14)
4.46 (1.14)

t = −4.67, p < .01

t = 5.60, p < .05
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Figure 4.1. Interaction Effect of Retailer Response and Power on Perceived Diagnosticity

Second, a two-way ANOVA showed a significant two-way interaction between
power and retailer response concerning perceived sincerity (F (1, 229) = 38.00, p < .001,
ƞp2 = .14). However, no main effect of power (F (1, 229) = 0.03, p = .86, ƞp2 = .000) or
retailer response (F (1, 229) = 0.04, p = .84, ƞp2 = .000) was present on audiences’
perceived sincerity (see Table 4.6).
As shown in Table 4.7 and Figure 4.2, planned contrasts revealed that the
participants in the low-power condition perceived competence-related retailer responses
(M = 5.68, SD = 1.32) to be sincerer than warmth-related responses (M = 4.62, SD = 1.29,
t = −4.2, p < .01). On the other hand, participants in the high-power condition had higher
levels of perceived sincerity toward warmth-related responses (M = 5.62, SD = 1.16) than
competence-related ones (M = 4.62, SD = 1.26, t = 4.52, p < .001). Therefore, Hypothesis
2 was supported.
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Table 4.6. Two-way ANOVA Results for Perceived Sincerity
F (1, 229)
0.04
0.03
38.00

Retailer response
Power
Retailer response x Power

p
.84
.86
< .001

ƞp2
.000
.000
.14

Table 4.7. Planned Contrast Results for the Effects of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Sincerity

Perceived
sincerity

Low power
Warmth-related
Competenceresponse
related response
(n = 70)
(n = 42)
4.62 (1.29)
5.68 (1.32)

High power
Warmth-related
Competenceresponse
related response
(n = 58)
(n = 63)
5.62 (1.16)
4.61 (1.26)

t = −4.20, p < .01

t = 4.52, p < .001
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Figure 4.2. Interaction Effect of Retailer Response and Power on Perceived Sincerity
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Finally, a two-way ANOVA showed no main effects of power (F (1, 229) = 1.16,
p = .28, ƞp2 = .005) or retailer response (F (1, 229) = 0.79, p = .38, ƞp2 = .003) on
consumer audiences’ perceived fairness. However, an interaction effect of power and
retailer response on audience perceived fairness (F (1, 229) = 48.22, p < .001, ƞp2 = .17)
emerged (see Table 4.8). Thus, the moderating effect of power in the relationship
between retailer response and perceived fairness was confirmed.
As shown in Table 4.9 and Figure 4.3, planned contrasts revealed that participants
in the low-power condition considered competence-related retailer responses (M = 5.70,
SD = 1.22) to be fairer than warmth-related responses (M = 4.70, SD = 1.16, t = −4.32, p
< .001) in terms of service recovery. On the other hand, participants in the high-power
condition had higher levels of perceived fairness toward warmth-related responses (M =
5.67, SD = 1.21) than competence-related ones (M = 4.38, SD = 1.34, t = 5.54, p < .001).
Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Table 4.8. Two-way ANOVA Results for Perceived Fairness

Retailer response
Power
Retailer response x Power

F (1, 229)
0.79
1.17
48.22
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p
.38
.28
< .001

ƞp2
.005
.003
.174

Table 4.9. Planned Contrast Results for the Effects of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Fairness

Perceived
fairness

Low power
Warmth-related
Competenceresponse
related response
(n = 70)
(n = 42)
4.70 (1.16)
5.70 (1.22)

High power
Warmth-related
Competenceresponse
related response
(n = 58)
(n = 63)
5.67 (1.21)
4.38 (1.34)

t = −4.32, p < .001

t = 5.54, p < .001
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Figure 4.3. Interaction Effect of Retailer Response and Power on Perceived Fairness

90

Moderated Mediation Testing

To explore how audiences’ information-processing led to their responses through
their perceptions, this study performed moderated mediation analyses using PROCESS
with 5000 bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2013, model 7).
Perceived diagnosticity as a mediator. First PROCESS model was used to
analyze the mediation of perceived diagnosticity on the interactive effect of retailer
response and power on audiences’ satisfaction with complaint-handling. The results
suggested that the retailer response X power interaction predicted perceived diagnosticity
(β = −.42, t = −7.22, p < .001). Next, a regression predicting satisfaction with complainthandling revealed that perceived diagnosticity had a main effect (β = .66, t = 12.00, p
< .001), whereas retailer response showed no main effect. The findings suggested the
presence of moderated mediation. Supporting this proposition, the index of moderated
mediation was significant for perceived diagnosticity (β = −.55, 95% CI = −.75 to −.38)
(see Figure 4.4). Together, these results revealed that in the low-power condition,
competence-related retailer responses, compared to warmth-related responses, predicted
higher levels of satisfaction through perceived diagnosticity (β = .27, SE = .06, 95% CI
= .16 to .40). In contrast, in the high-power condition, warmth-related responses led to
higher levels of satisfaction compared to competence-related responses, via audiences’
perceptions (β = −.28, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.41 to −.18). Therefore, Hypothesis 4a was
supported.
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β = −.55, CI = [−.75, −.38]

Perceived
diagnosticity
β = .66***

β = −.42***

Retailer response
X
Power

Satisfaction

Note: *** p < .001

Figure 4.4. Mediated Moderation Model of Audience Satisfaction with ComplaintHandling

The second PROCESS model was run to test if perceived diagnosticity mediated
the interaction effect of retailer response and power on attitude toward the retailer. A
comprehension regression revealed that retailer response X power predicted perceived
diagnosticity (β = −.42, t = −7.22, p < .001), which further influenced audience attitude
toward the retailer (β = .71, t = 14.51, p < .001). The main effect of retailer response was
also significant (β = −.09, t = −.10, p < .05), suggesting that perceived diagnosticity
partially mediates the interaction effect of retailer response and power on attitudes toward
the retailer. As shown in Figure 4.5, the index of moderated mediation was significant for
perceived diagnosticity (β = −.60, 95% CI = −.80 to −.42). In summary, these results
suggested that in the low-power condition, competence-related retailer responses,
compared to warmth-related responses, generated more favorable audience attitudes
through perceived diagnosticity (β = .29, SE = .07, 95% CI = .17 to .43). In contrast, in
92

the high-power condition, warmth-related responses, compared to competence-related
responses, increased favorable attitudes toward the retailer via audiences’ perceptions (β
= −.31, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.43 to −.20). Thus, Hypothesis 5a was supported.

β = −.60, CI = [−.80, −.42]

Perceived
diagnosticity
β = .71***

β = -.42***

Retailer response
X
Power

β = −.09*

Attitude

Note: * p < .05, *** p < .001

Figure 4.5. Mediated Moderation Model of Attitude toward Retailer

Results from an additional PROCESS model revealed the presence of moderated
mediation on WOM intentions. Specifically, an effect of retailer response X power
emerged on perceived diagnosticity (β = −.42, t = −7.22, p < .001), which led to WOM
intentions (β = .68, t = 13.20, p < .001). Interestingly, a main effect of retailer response
was present on WOM intentions (β = −.13, t = −2.56, p < .05). Thus, the partial mediation
of perceived diagnosticity on the relationship between retailer response X power and
WOM intentions was confirmed (β = −.58, 95% CI = −.76 to −.41) (see Figure 4.6).
Overall, in the low-power condition, competence-related retailer responses, compared to
warmth-related responses, were more likely to evoke audiences’ WOM intentions
through perceived diagnosticity (β = .28, SE = .06, 95% CI = .17 to .41). On the contrary,
in the high-power condition, warmth-related responses were more likely to evoke
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audiences’ WOM intentions compared to competence-related responses, via audiences’
perceptions (β = −.29, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.42 to −.19). Therefore, Hypothesis 6a was
supported.

β = −.58, CI = [−.76, −.41]

Perceived
diagnosticity
β = −.42***

Retailer response
X
Power

β = −.13*

β = .68***

WOM
intentions

Note: ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Figure 4.6. Mediated Moderation Model of WOM Intentions

Perceived sincerity as a mediator. Three PROCESS models revealed the
mediation mechanism of perceived sincerity underlying the interaction effect of retailer
response and power on audiences’ attitudinal and behavioral responses. First, perceived
sincerity mediates the interactive effect of retailer response and power on audience
satisfaction with complaint-handling. As shown in Figure 4.7, there was no main effect of
retailer response on audience satisfaction with complaint-handling. However, retailer
response X power predicted perceived sincerity (β = −.37, t = −6.16, p < .001) and the
effect of perceived sincerity on satisfaction with complaint-handling was significant (β
= .68, t = 12.76, p < .001), suggesting the presence of moderated mediation (β = −.50,
95% CI = −.69 to −.30). Together, these results indicated that in the low-power condition,
competence-related retailer responses, compared to warmth-related responses, predicted
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higher levels of satisfaction through perceived sincerity (β = .26, SE = .07, 95% CI = .12
to .40). In contrast, in the high-power condition, warmth-related responses led to higher
levels of satisfaction compared to competence-related responses, via audiences’
perceptions (β = −.24, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.36 to −.13). Therefore, Hypothesis 4b was
supported.
β = −.50, CI = [−.69, −.30]

Perceived
sincerity
β = .68***

β = −.37***

Retailer response
X
Power

Satisfaction

Note: *** p < .001

Figure 4.7. Mediated Moderation Model of Audience Satisfaction with ComplaintHandling

Second, perceived sincerity mediates the interactive effect of retailer response and
power on attitudes toward the retailer. The effect of retailer response X power emerged
on perceived sincerity (β = −.37, t = −6.16, p < .001) and the main effects of both retailer
response (β = −.12, t = −2.93, p < .01) and perceived sincerity (β = .74, t = 19.34, p
< .001) on satisfaction with complaint-handling were significant, suggesting the presence
of moderated mediation (β = −.60, 95% CI = −.80 to −.42) (see Figure 4.8). Together,
these results indicated that in the low-power condition, competence-related retailer
responses, compared to warmth-related responses, generated more favorable responses
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through perceived sincerity (β = .31, SE = .07, 95% CI = .17 to .45). In contrast, in the
high-power condition, warmth-related responses increased favorable attitudes toward
retailers compared to competence-related responses, via audiences’ perceptions (β = −.29,
SE = .06, 95% CI = −.42 to −.17). Thus, Hypothesis 5b was supported.

β = −.60, CI = [−.80, −.42]

Perceived
sincerity
β = −.37***

Retailer response
X
Power

β = −.12**

β = .74***

Attitude

Note: ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Figure 4.8. Mediated Moderation Model of Attitude toward the Retailer

Third, perceived sincerity mediates the interactive effect of retailer response and
power on WOM intentions. The interaction effect of retailer response and power was
present in predicting perceived sincerity (β = −.37, t = −6.16, p < .001), and the main
effects of retailer response (β = −.15, t = −2.99, p < .01) and perceived sincerity (β = .71,
t = 14.00, p < .001) on satisfaction with complaint-handling were significant, suggesting
the presence of moderated mediation (β = −.52, 95% CI = −.71 to −.32) (see Figure 4.9).
Together, these results indicated that in the low-power condition, competence-related
retailer responses, compared to warmth-related responses, were more likely to evoke
audiences’ WOM intentions through perceived sincerity (β = .27, SE = .07, 95% CI = .13
to .41). On the contrary, in the high-power condition, warmth-related responses were
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more likely to evoke audiences’ WOM intentions toward retailers compared to
competence-related responses, via audiences’ perceptions (β = −.25, SE = .06, 95% CI =
−.37 to −.15). Thus, Hypothesis 6b was supported.

β = −.52, CI = [−.71, −.32]

Perceived
sincerity
β = −.37***

Retailer response
X
Power

β = −.15**

β = .71***

WOM
intentions

Note: ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Figure 4.9. Mediated Moderation Model of WOM Intentions

Perceived fairness as a mediator. The results of the first PROCESS model
suggested that retailer response X power predicted perceived fairness (β = −.43, t =
−6.95, p < .001). Next, a regression predicting satisfaction with complaint-handling
revealed a main effect from perceived fairness (β = .76, t = 17.50, p < .001), whereas no
main effect of retailer response emerged. The findings suggested the presence of
moderated mediation. Supporting this proposition, the index of moderated mediation was
significant for perceived fairness (β = −.65, 95% CI = −.83 to −.48) confidence intervals
(see Figure 4.10). Together, these results revealed that in the low-power condition,
competence-related retailer responses, compared to warmth-related responses, predicted
higher levels of satisfaction through perceived fairness (β = .28, SE = .07, 95% CI = .16
to .42). In contrast, in the high-power condition, warmth-related responses led to higher
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levels of satisfaction compared to competence-related responses, via audiences’
perceptions (β = −.36, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.49 to −.24). Thus, Hypothesis 4c was
supported.
β = −.65, CI = [−.83, −.48]

Perceived
fairness
β = .76***

β = −.43***

Retailer response
X
Power

Satisfaction

Note: *** p < .001

Figure 4.10. Mediated Moderation Model of Satisfaction with Complaint-Handling

The second PROCESS model was performed to test if perceived fairness mediates
the interaction effect of retailer response and power on attitudes toward the retailer. A
comprehension regression revealed that retailer response X power predicted perceived
fairness (β = −.43, t = −6.95, p < .001), which further led to audience attitudes toward the
retailer (β = .66, t = 13.52, p < .001), suggesting that perceived fairness fully mediates the
interaction effect of retailer response and power on attitudes toward the retailer. As
shown in Figure 4.11, the index of moderated mediation was significant for perceived
fairness (β = −.56, 95% CI = −.74 to −.40). In summary, these results suggested that in
the low-power condition, competence-related retailer responses, compared to warmthrelated responses, generated more favorable attitudes through perceived fairness (β = .24,
SE = .06, 95% CI = .13 to .37). In contrast, in the high-power condition, warmth-related
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responses increased favorable attitudes toward the retailer compared to competencerelated responses, via audience perceptions (β = −.32, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.44 to −.21).
Thus, Hypothesis 5c was supported.

β = −.56, CI = [−.74, −.40]

Perceived
fairness
β = −.43***

β = .66***

Retailer response
X
Power

Attitude

Note: *** p < .001

Figure 4.11. Mediated Moderation Model of Attitude toward the Retailer

Results from an additional PROCESS model revealed the presence of moderated
mediation on WOM intentions. Specifically, the effect of retailer response X power
emerged on perceived fairness (β = −.43, t = −6.95, p < .001), which led to WOM
intentions (β = .76, t = 18.81, p < .001). Interestingly, a main effect of retailer response
was also present in predicting WOM intentions (β = −.08, t = −2.02, p < .05). Thus, the
partial mediation of perceived fairness on the relationship between retailer response X
power and WOM intentions was confirmed (β = −.66, 95% CI = −.86 to −.49) (see Figure
4.12). Overall, in the low-power condition, competence-related retailer responses,
compared to warmth-related responses, were more likely to evoke audiences’ WOM
intentions through perceived fairness (β = .29, SE = .07, 95% CI = .16 to .42). On the
contrary, in the high-power condition, warmth-related responses were more likely to
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evoke audiences’ WOM intentions toward the retailer compared to competence-related
responses, via audiences’ perceptions (β = −.37, SE = .06, 95% CI = −.50 to −.25).
Therefore, Hypothesis 6c was supported.

β = −.66, CI = [−.86, −.49]

β = −.43***

Retailer response
X
Power

Perceived
fairness

β = −.08*

β = .76***

WOM
intentions

Note: * p < .05, *** p < .001

Figure 4.12. Mediated Moderation Model of WOM Intentions

Structural Equation Modeling

Two steps were conducted in this analysis. First, a CFA was performed to assess
the measurement model using maximum likelihood estimation. The measurement model
showed a good fit (χ2(174) = 366.34, p = .001, χ2/df = 2.11, RMSEA = .069, IFI = .973,
TLI = .967, and CFI = .973). The composite reliability scores of the constructs ranged
from .93 to .98, and therefore exceeded the recommended standards for construct
reliability (see Table 4.10). The average variance extracted (AVE) of each construct was
greater than .50, which confirmed convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).
Furthermore, for each construct, the AVE was greater than the squared correlation
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coefficients between associated pairs of constructs, supporting discriminant validity (see
Table 4.11).
Second, the full structural model was tested using the maximum likelihood
estimation method. The model exhibited a good fit with the data (χ2(174) = 366.34, p =
.001, χ2/df = 2.11, RMSEA = .069, IFI = .973, TLI = .967, and CFI = .973). As illustrated
in Figure 4.13, perceived diagnosticity had a positive effect on audience satisfaction with
complaint-handling (β = .200, p < .05; supporting H7a), attitudes toward the retailer (β
= .358, p < .05; supporting H8a), and WOM intentions (β = .280, p < .05; supporting
H9a). Perceived sincerity had a positive relationship with audience satisfaction with
complaint-handling (β = .266, p < .05; supporting H7b), attitudes toward the retailer (β
= .665, p < .001; supporting H8b), and WOM intentions (β = .156, p < .01; supporting
H9b). Perceived fairness was positively related to audience satisfaction with complainthandling (β = .648, p < .001; supporting H7c), attitudes toward the retailer (β = .665, p
< .001; supporting H8c), and WOM intentions (β = .261, p < .001; supporting H9c).
Further, audience satisfaction with complaint-handling had a positive relationship with
attitudes toward the retailer (β = .676, p < .001; supporting H10a) and WOM intentions
(β = .605, p < .001; supporting H10b). Lastly, attitude toward the retailer was positively
related to WOM intentions (β = .169, p < .05; supporting H11). In summary, all path
coefficients were statistically significant (see Figure 4.13).
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Table 4.10. Measurement Model Statistics
Std. Factor
Loading

CR

AVE

.93

.77

.95

.81

.96

.90

Satisfaction with complaint-handling
1. In my opinion, the retailer provided a
.97
satisfactory resolution to the consumer’s problem
on this particular occasion.
2. I am very satisfied with the complaint
.97
handling of the retailer.
3. Regarding this particular event, I am satisfied
.98
with the retailer.

.96

.88

Attitude toward retailer
1. Dislike/like
2. Bad/good
3. Unfavorable/favorable

.98

.94

.97

.89

Perceived diagnosticity
1. Extremely irrelevant/extremely relevant
2. Not at all useful/of very great use
3. Not at all indicative/very indicative
4. Not at all helpful/very helpful

.88
.92
.79
.92

Perceived sincerity
1. Insincere/sincere
2. Dishonest/honest
3. Not credible/credible
4. Not convincing/convincing

.87
.91
.90
.92

Perceived fairness
1. The retailer is a fair company.
2. The retailer treats its customers in fair way.
3. The retailer appears fair to me.

.95
.95
.94

.97
.97
.98

WOM intentions
1. How likely is it that you would spread positive
word-of-mouth about the retailer’s service?
2. I would recommend the retailer to my friends.
3. If my friends were looking for to purchase
clothes, I would tell them to try this retailer.
4. I will encourage friends and relatives to visit
this retailer’s website.
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.94
.98
.93
.93

Table 4.11. Convergent and Discriminant Validity
Construct
1. Perceived
diagnosticity
2. Perceived sincerity
3. Perceived fairness
4. Satisfaction
5. Attitude toward
retailer
6. WOM intentions

1
.77

2

3

4

5

.73
.57
.49
.53

.81
.58
.47
.66

.90
.64
.47

.88
.67

.94

.48

.48

.65

.83

.63

6

.89

Note. The numbers along the diagonal line are the average variances extracted for each construct. The
numbers below the diagonal show the squared correlation coefficients between the constructs.

Perceived
diagnosticity

.200*(1.77)

Satisfaction

.676***(9.58)

Perceived
sincerity

.665***(7.19)

Attitude

.605***(7.98)

.169*(2.17)

Perceived
fairness

WOM
intentions
.261***(3.32)

Note. The numbers are standardized coefficients, and Critical Ratios (CRs) are given in parentheses.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 4.13. Results of SEM
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4.2. Study 2

4.2.1. Overview

The second main study was conducted to demonstrate proposed Hypothesis 12.
Specifically, the primary object of this study was to test relationship orientation as a
moderator of the interactive effect of retailer response and audience power on audiences’
perceptions of online service recoveries. It was expected that high-power exchangeoriented audiences would have enhanced perceptions of retailer service recovery when
processing competence-related retailer responses compared to warmth-related responses.
For high-power communally-oriented audiences, the opposite effect would occur, such
that their perceptions of retailer service recovery would increase when they evaluated
warmth-related responses compared to competence-related ones. It was expected that the
phenomenon would be less likely among low-power communally-oriented audiences.

4.2.2. Research Procedure

Study 2 comprised a 2 (retailer response: warmth vs. competence) X 2 (audience
power: low vs. high) X 2 (relationship orientation: communal vs. exchange) betweensubjects design. The types of retailer response and the levels of audience power were
manipulated and relationship orientation was measured. A scenario-based survey was
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created at Qualtrics.com and distributed via MTurk. A total of 238 participants were
recruited; 54.6 percent of the participants were female and the mean age was 40, with
ages ranging from 20 to 74. The majority of the respondents were White/Non-Hispanic
(75.8%), followed by Black or African-American (9.6%) and Asian/Pacific Islander
(9.2%). Upon arriving at the survey page, participants were first asked to complete the
Communal Orientation Scale (Clark et al., 1987) and the Exchange Orientation Scale
(Mills & Clark, 1994) and were then randomly assigned to one of four experiment
condition groups.

4.2.3. Stimuli

The manipulations of retailer response type and audience power were the same as
in Study 1. Retailer response types were developed according to warmth and competence
conditions. Audience power was manipulated by using a recall task, and manipulation
check items were provided.
Relationship orientation was measured by using existing measurement items from
previous research. Communal orientation was measured using the 14-item Communal
Orientation Scale from Clark et al. (1987); exchange orientation was measured using the
9-item Exchange Orientation Scale from Mills & Clark (1994). The Communal
Orientation Scale included: “It bothers me when other people neglect my needs” and
“When making a decision, I take other people’s needs and feelings into account.” In
contrast, items measuring exchange orientation included: “When I give something to
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another person, I generally expect something in return” and “I usually give gifts only to
people who have given me gifts in the past.” All the items were assessed on a 5-point
Likert scale anchored at extremely uncharacteristic of me (1) and extremely characteristic
of me (5). The reliabilities for the two scales were acceptable (α > .70).
Following Mills and Clark (1994), seven items of the Communal Orientation
Scale and four items of Exchange Orientation Scale were reverse-scored. EFA was
performed using the maximum likelihood extraction method and the direct oblimin
rotation method to check the unidimensionality of these two variables. After eliminating
items that showed poor psychometric properties (< .30 communality, < .40 factor
loading, or > .40 cross-loading), the Communal Orientation Scale included three items
and the Exchange Orientation Scale had four items (see Table 4.12). The findings were
consistent with Aggarwal and Zhang’s (2006) study.
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Table 4.12. Measures of Communal and Exchange Orientations
Factor
% Variance Cronbach’s
Loading Explained
Alpha
Communal orientation
54.03
.78
1. When making a decision, I take other people’s .65
needs and feelings into account.
2. I believe people should go out of their way to .77
be helpful.
3. I often go out of my way to help another
.78
person.
Exchange orientation
1. When I give something to another person, I
generally expect something in return.
2. When people receive benefits from others,
they ought to repay those others right away.
3. It’s best to make sure things are always kept
“even” between two people in a relationship.
4. I usually give gifts only to people who have
given me gifts in the past.

45.21

.77

.69
.65
.69
.66

Participants were categorized as “communals” if their average ratings on the
Communal Orientation Scale were greater than their mean scores on the Exchange
Orientation Scale (Chen et al., 2011). On the other hand, respondents were categorized as
“exchangers” if their average ratings on the Exchange Orientation Scale were greater than
their mean scores on the Communal Orientation Scale. Using this procedure, participants
classified as communals had a greater mean score on the Communal Orientation Scale (M
= 4.16) than the Exchange Orientation Scale (M = 3.26). Conversely, exchangers had a
greater mean score on the Exchange Orientation Scale than the Communal Orientation
Scale. Thus, there were significant differences between the means of communal and
exchange orientations (t = 8.26, p < .001).
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4.2.4. Dependent Measures

This study examined dependent variables identical to those in Study 1 (perceived
diagnosticity, perceived sincerity, and perceived fairness). All the scales, items, and
internal consistency statistics appear in Table 4.13.

Table 4.13. Measures of the Dependent Variables

Perceived diagnosticity
1. Extremely irrelevant/extremely relevant
2. Not at all useful/of very great use
3. Not at all indicative/very indicative
4. Not at all helpful/very helpful

Cronbach’s
Alpha
.95

Perceived sincerity
1. Insincere/sincere
2. Dishonest/honest
3. Not credible/credible
4. Not convincing/convincing

.93

Perceived fairness
1. The retailer is a fair company.
2. The retailer treats its customers in fair way.
3. The retailer appears fair to me.

.96
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4.2.5. Results

Manipulation Check

A series of independent sample t-tests were conducted to assess the manipulations
of retailer response and audience power. The first t-test result confirmed the manipulation
of power. Participants in the low-power condition (M = 2.36, SD = 1.41) felt lower levels
of power than those in the high-power condition (M = 5.61, SD = 1.25, t = −18.90, p
< .001, see Table 4.14). Additional t-tests indicated that the manipulations of retailer
responses were also successful. Specifically, in the warmth condition (M = 5.69, SD =
1.14), participants perceived that retailer responses conveyed more warmth than in the
competence condition (M = 4.38, SD = 1.41, t = 7.90, p < .001); in the competence
condition (M = 5.42, SD = 1.27), respondents viewed retailer responses as delivering
more competence than in the warmth condition (M = 4.06, SD = .98, t = −9.27, p < .001,
see Table 4.15).

Table 4.14. T-test Results for Power Priming
Measure
Power

Low Power
M (SD)
2.36 (1.41)

n
118

High Power
M (SD)
5.61 (1.25)
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n
122

t
−18.90

p
< .001

Table 4.15. T-test Results for Retailer Response Types
Measure

Warmth
Competence

Warmth-related
Response (n = 118)
M (SD)
5.69 (1.14)
4.06 (.98)

Competence-related
Response (n = 122)
M (SD)
4.38 (1.41)
5.42 (1.27)

t (df)

p

7.90 (238)
−9.27 (238)

< .001
< .001

Hypothesis Testing

The hypotheses for Study 2 predicted that relationship orientation would serve as
a moderator of the interactive effects of retailer response and audience power on
consumer audiences’ perceptions of service recovery. A three-way factorial multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed to test the three-way interactions of
retailer response, power, and relationship orientation on consumer audiences’ perceptions
of online service recoveries.
The results suggested that there was a three-way interaction effect on perceived
diagnosticity (F (1, 232) = 7.80, p = .006, ƞp2 = .033). The three-way interaction effect on
perceived sincerity was also suggested to be statistically significant (F (1, 232) = 8.99, p
= .003, ƞp2 = .037). In addition, perceived fairness was impacted by the interactive effects
among retailer response, audience power, and relationship orientation (F (1, 232) = 5.99,
p = .015, ƞp2 = .025, see Table 4.16).
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Table 4.16. Three-way Interaction Effects on Dependent Variables
F (1, 232)
7.80
8.99
5.99

Perceived diagnosticity
Perceived sincerity
Perceived fairness

ƞp2
.033
.037
.025

p
.006
.003
.015

Furthermore, a series of independent sample t-tests were performed to examine
the differences between the groups. First, the results showed that when consumer
audiences had an exchange relationship orientation and a low level of power, they
perceived competence-related retailer responses (M = 3.97, SD = .49) as less relevant in
judging customer service, compared with warmth-related responses (M = 4.49, SD =
1.09). This result contradicted what was proposed, therefore rejecting Hypothesis 12a2.
Also, the difference was not significant in the equivalent high-power condition, which
rejected Hypothesis 12a1 (see Table 4.17).

Table 4.17. T-test Results of the Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Diagnosticity for Exchange Orientation
Power
Perceived
diagnosticity

Low
High

Warmth
M (SD)
4.49 (1.09)
5.42 (1.24)

n
25
21

Competence
M (SD)
3.97 (.49)
4.96 (.58)

n
29
25

t
2.34
1.64

p
.023
.108

Second, the findings suggested that when consumer audiences had a communal
relationship orientation and a low level of power, they perceived warmth-related retailer
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responses (M = 4.99, SD = 0.99) as less relevant in judging customer service, compared
with warmth-related responses (M = 5.45, SD = 1.11). This was opposite to what was
proposed, rejecting Hypothesis 12d2. Nevertheless, other t-test results indicated that
when high-power audiences had a communal orientation, they perceived warmth-related
responses (M = 5.68, SD = 1.39) as more relevant than competence-related ones (M =
4.96, SD = 1.07) in judging online retail services, which supported Hypothesis 12d1 (t =
2.53, p = .014, see Table 4.18).

Table 4.18. T-test Results of the Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Diagnosticity for Communal Orientation
Power
Perceived
diagnosticity

Low
High

Warmth
M (SD)
4.69 (0.99)
5.68 (1.39)

n
34
38

Competence
M (SD)
5.45 (1.11)
4.96 (1.07)

n
30
38

t
−2.89
2.53

p
.005
.014

Likewise, the results of other t-tests were opposite to the proposed hypotheses that
competence-related responses increase perceived sincerity more than warmth-related
responses for consumer audiences with an exchange orientation; therefore, Hypotheses
12b1 and 12b2 were rejected (see Table 4.19).
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Table 4.19. T-test Results of the Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Sincerity for Exchange Orientation
Power
Perceived
sincerity

Low
High

Warmth
M (SD)
4.58 (1.29)
5.36 (1.42)

n
25
21

Competence
M (SD)
3.37 (.59)
3.96 (.78)

n
29
25

t
4.52
4.23

p
< .001
< .001

As shown in Table 4.20, Hypothesis 12e2 was rejected because there was no
statistically significant difference in audiences’ perceptions of service sincerity between
the groups. However, the results suggested that when audiences had high power and a
communal orientation, they tended to perceive warmth-related responses (M = 5.67, SD =
1.21) to be more sincere than competence-related responses (M = 4.01, SD = .89). The
difference was statistically significant (t = 6.81, p < .001), which supported Hypothesis
12e1 (see Table 4.20).

Table 4.20. T-test Results of the Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Sincerity for Communal Orientation
Power
Perceived
sincerity

Low
High

Warmth
M (SD)
5 (0.81)
5.67 (1.21)

n
34
38

Competence
M (SD)
5.26 (1.53)
4.01 (.89)

n
30
38

t
−0.86
6.81

p
.394
< .001

Additionally, Hypothesis 12c2 was rejected because no significant difference was
found. As shown in Table 4.21, the results found that high-power consumer audiences
with an exchange orientation perceived warmth-related retailer responses (M = 5.41, SD
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= 1.33) to be fairer than competence-related responses (M = 4.36, SD = 1.09). The
difference was significant but opposite to what was anticipated, rejecting Hypothesis
12c1.

Table 4.21. T-test Results of the Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Fairness for Exchange Orientation
Power
Perceived
fairness

Low
High

Warmth
M (SD)
3.92 (0.91)
5.41 (1.33)

n
25
21

Competence
M (SD)
3.95 (0.63)
4.36 (1.09)

t
−.16
2.96

n
29
25

p
.873
.005

Lastly, low-power audiences with a communal orientation perceived competencerelated responses to be fairer (M = 4.11, SD = .69) than warmth-related responses (M =
5.36, SD = 1.53), which was opposed to the proposed hypothesis. Therefore, Hypothesis
12f2 was rejected. However, high-power audiences with a communal orientation
perceived warmth-related responses (M = 5.75, SD = 1.23) to be fairer than competencerelated responses (M = 4.44, SD = 1.37, t = 4.40, p < .001), which supported Hypothesis
12f1 (see Table 4.22).

Table 4.22. T-test Results of the Interactive Effect of Retailer Response and Power on
Perceived Fairness for Communal Orientation
Power
Perceived
fairness

Low
High

Warmth
M (SD)
4.11 (0.69)
5.75 (1.23)

n
34
38
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Competence
M (SD)
5.36 (1.53)
4.44 (1.37)

n
30
38

t
−4.29
4.40

p
< .001
< .001

CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

The current chapter discusses the findings and their theoretical and managerial
implications. In addition, this section highlights the limitations of the current dissertation
from which some possible directions for future research can be provided.

5.1. Overview

This dissertation examined how retailer response types differently influence
consumer audiences’ evaluations of online service recoveries offered by a retailer, based
on individual audience characteristics. Drawing from the notions of power theory
(Rucker et al., 2012) and relationship orientation (Clark & Mills, 1979), the current
research proposed that two individual variables (power and relationship orientation)
moderate the effects that retailer responses (warmth versus competence) have on
consumer audiences’ perceptions, attitudes, and behavioral responses. More specifically,
it was first proposed that power would moderate the effect of retailer response type on
audiences’ information-processing. Second, audience relationship orientation was
suggested to serve as a moderator in the interactions between audience power and retailer
response type on audiences’ perceptions of service recoveries. In order to examine the
causal relationships, two main experimental studies were conducted. The results of the
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first main study demonstrated that audience power moderated the effects of retailer
response type on audience perceptions of online service recoveries, which subsequently
affected their attitudes and behavioral intentions. In the second main study, the findings
showed that relationship orientation, as a boundary condition, partially moderated the
interaction effects of retailer response and power on audiences’ service perceptions.

5.2. Discussion of Results

There were three important findings in Study 1. First, power was demonstrated to
moderate the effect of retailer response type on audiences’ perceptions of service
recoveries in the online context. That is, for high-power consumer audiences, warmthrelated responses increased service perceptions (perceived diagnosticity, perceived
sincerity, and perceived fairness) compared to competence-related ones; for low-power
consumer audiences, competence-related responses enhanced service perceptions
compared to warmth-related ones.
Further, audience perceptions of service recoveries were found to mediate the
interaction effects of retailer response and audience power on outcome variables such as
satisfaction with complaint-handling, attitude toward the retailer, and WOM intentions.
Specifically, perceived diagnosticity fully mediated the interaction effect of retailer
response and power on satisfaction with complaint-handling, and partially mediated the
interaction effects on attitude toward the retailer and WOM intentions. Perceived
sincerity was found to have similar effects, fully mediating the interaction effect on
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satisfaction with complaint-handling, and partially mediating the interaction effects on
attitude toward retailer and WOM intentions. Additionally, perceived fairness was shown
to fully mediate the effect of retailer response X power on satisfaction and attitude toward
the retailer, and to partially mediate the interaction effect on WOM intentions. Overall,
for consumer audiences with low power, competence-related retailer responses were
more likely to evoke favorable attitudinal and behavioral responses through audience
perceptions of service recovery compared to warmth-related responses. For consumer
audiences with high power, warmth-related retailer responses were more likely to evoke
attitudinal and behavioral responses through audience perceptions of service recovery.
Lastly, the hypothesized dynamics among audience perceptions of service
recovery, satisfaction, attitudes, and WOM intentions were confirmed, suggesting that the
service perceptions positively impacted audience satisfaction with complaint-handling,
attitudes toward the retailer, and WOM intentions. Moreover, satisfaction with
complaint-handling had a positive effect on attitudes toward the retailer and WOM
intentions. The positive relationship between attitude toward the retailer and WOM
intentions was also confirmed.
Overall, the moderating role of power in the effect of retailer response type on
consumer audiences’ information-processing can be explained by both the agenticcommunal model of power (Rucker & Galinsky, 2016) and the concept of power
compensation (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008, 2009). Although the causal relationship
between power and retailer response type was in the opposite direction from the original
agentic-communal model of power—high-power audiences favored warmth-related
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responses whereas low-power audiences favored competence-related responses—this
new finding is consistent with prior studies on power compensatory behavior (Rucker &
Galinsky, 2008). This study suggests that in the case of a negative event (e.g., a service
failure), power could have an aversive impact on consumer behavior, leading to
compensatory actions in their information-processing.
The findings of Study 1 describe well the procedure by which consumer
audiences process retailer responses to complaint messages. Consistent with the service
literature (e.g., Gelbrich & Roschk, 2011), audiences’ information processing of online
service recoveries induces attitudinal and behavioral responses through their perceptions.
While previous research primarily investigated perceptions of fairness, representing
individual subjective assessments of retailer responses (e.g., Smith et al., 1999), Study 1
expands the meaning of service perception by incorporating the components of perceived
diagnosticity and perceived sincerity. In this view, when consumer audiences process
retailer responses that are posted on online platforms, they not only form a diagnosis or
judgment based on the message content, but also evaluate the overall quality of the
service recoveries (in terms of being fair and being sincere) based on the messages.
Finally, the dynamics of consumer reactions toward retailer responses are consistent with
previous research on post-complaint consumer behavior (Davidow, 2014).
Study 2 was conducted to explore the three-way interaction effects of retailer
response type, audience power, and relationship orientation on consumer audiences’
perceptions of online service recoveries. As anticipated, the results suggest that
relationship orientation, as an individual characteristic, exerts a moderating role in the
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interaction effects of retailer response and power on service perceptions (perceived
diagnosticity, perceived sincerity, and perceived fairness). Specifically, chronic
communal orientation was found to strengthen the effect of power on informationprocessing, indicating that consumer audiences with high power and a communal
orientation tend to develop more favorable perceptions of services when encountering
warmth-related responses compared to competence-related responses. However, chronic
exchange orientation hardly enhanced consumer perceptions of competence-related
messages at all, regardless of power level.
One possible explanation for these findings is that high-power individuals are
more interpersonally sensitive than low-power individuals, who are more likely to know
what others think or feel (Mast, Jonas, & Hall, 2009). As Chen et al. (2001) argue,
individual differences in relationship orientation likely correspond to the effects of
power. Put another way, power activates other-focused goals among communallyoriented individuals (Chen et al., 2001). Therefore, a high level of power seems to be
congruent with a communal orientation in catalyzing the activation of a consumer
audience’s preference for warmth-related responses (which emphasize friendliness and
relationship-building between consumers and the retailer) in service interactions.
Interestingly, there was no association between low power and exchange orientation in
terms of audience’s information-processing of competence-related responses. To
speculate, it might be that the aversive effect of power is greater in the low-power
condition, meaning that low-power consumer audiences favor competence-related
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responses to compensate for their psychological state, regardless of relationship
orientation (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008).

5.3. Contribution to the Literature

This dissertation makes several theoretical contributions. First, the current study
enriches the consumer complaint management literature by exploring the complaint
management phenomenon from the perspective of the consumer audience. While the
majority of previous studies have focused on complainants’ reactions to service
recoveries (e.g., Bijmolt et al., 2014), this study explores how consumer audiences
process retailer responses to complaint messages. Notably, the current research also
provides a more holistic view of audiences’ information-processing of online service
recoveries by integrating two individual variables (power and relationship orientation)
and a contextual variable (retailer response type). The results of this study demonstrate
that consumer audiences weigh warmth-related and competence-related retailer responses
differently, depending on their power levels. Further, relationship orientation was found
to moderate the effects of power on consumer audiences’ information-processing.
Second, this dissertation sheds light on the interpersonal communication skills
embedded in online service recoveries by identifying the warmth and competence
dimensions of retailer responses. Although a few studies address contextual
communication styles, such as using personalized messages (Crijns et al., 2017), this
study broadens our understanding of the role of retailer responses in online service
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recoveries by considering two key components that define quality in service encounters:
warmth (Gronroos, 1990) and competence (Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1991). By
examining these two dimensions, this study implies that online retailer responses do not
merely serve as effective recovery strategies to deal with service failures. Most
importantly, appropriate retailer responses can increase consumer audiences’ perceptions
of the service recovery, which subsequently lead to favorable attitudinal responses and
behavioral intentions. Accordingly, the findings benefit the impression management
literature by showing that online retailer responses can be used as a vehicle to deliver a
certain impression to the public audience.
Conceptually, this work adds new explanations to the agentic-communal model of
power. Rucker and Galinsky (2008) suggest that power has an aversive effect on
consumer behavior in some circumstances. That is, low power activates an agentic
orientation whereas high power activates a communal orientation. This study
complements that finding and suggests one potential reason for this effect; specifically,
that negative events, such as service failures, tend to disrupt power dynamics and
increase the aversive effect of power by triggering consumer compensatory behaviors
(Wong et al., 2016). In the context of a service failure, high-power consumer audiences
prefer warmth-related retailer responses over competence-related responses; low-power
consumer audiences prefer competence-related responses over warmth-related ones.
From this viewpoint, this dissertation reveals the complex nature of psychological power.
While prior studies primarily examined power and compensatory product consumption
(e.g., Rucker & Galinsky, 2008), the current research not only extends the literature on
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power and consumer behavior, but also devotes attention to understanding other kinds of
consumer compensatory behavior in terms of information-processing.
Finally, this study discloses the dynamic nature of psychological power by
investigating relationship orientation as a moderator that controls the effects of power.
Consistent with the findings in Chen et al.’s (2001) study, this research suggests that a
communal orientation strengthens the effect of retailer response type on consumer
audience perceptions of service recoveries in the high-power condition. This finding
enriches the power literature by showing that power, as a situational factor, can interact
with chronic relationship orientation, as an individual variable, to impact individuals’
information-processing.

5.4. Implications for Practitioners

The public nature of online platforms as consumer service channels has been
largely ignored by service practitioners. In reality, only 26% of online consumer
complaints have been replied to by retailers (Willemsen, Neijens, Bronner, & de Ridder,
2011), a fact that has been considered a critical threat to retailers’ online reputation
management. As the research suggests, to perform successful Electronic Customer
Relationship Management (e-CRM), appropriate online complaint-handling is necessary
(Cho, Il, Hiltz, & Fjermestad, 2002). The results of this study demonstrate how retailers
can effectively respond to negative consumer reviews to maintain e-CRM with consumer
audiences. To deliver a positive impression to these audiences, retailers should respond to
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consumer complaints with different types of content based on the audiences’ needs.
Typically, when audiences search for online information to evaluate a retailer’s complaint
handling, they perceive warmth (an emphasis on friendliness in service interactions) and
competence (an emphasis on knowledge about the products) to be important in online
service recoveries. Although traditional recovery strategies such as giving
accommodative and defensive responses may still be applicable on online platforms
(Weitzl & Hutzinger, 2017), marketers should convey their competence and/or warmth in
online service interactions to better showcase their service quality and positively
influence consumer audiences’ information-processing.
If retailers want to be successful, they should seek a deeper understanding of
consumers who actively observe online service interactions in service recovery settings.
Marketers should be aware of consumer audiences’ diverse psychological characteristics
in order to engage with them in their processing of information on online platforms. This
dissertation identifies two individual characteristics: power and relationship orientation.
Power, as a psychological factor, reflects an individual’s sense of control over the
valuable resources (e.g., knowledge) needed to process information such as retailer
responses (Fiske & Berdahl, 2007). Before retailers respond to consumer complaints,
they should consider the effects of their comments on the audiences who actively observe
service interactions in online contexts. As best they can, retailers need to judge the
characteristics of the audience that will read their responses. If the majority of individuals
in the audience are “experts”—those who actively search for information or are
knowledgeable about products/services—marketers could respond to complaint messages
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in a warm way to demonstrate friendly service; if the audience consists of “novices”—
those who are rather inexperienced in online information searching—retailers should
display more competence in responding to consumer complaints by providing plenty of
product information.
In addition, the current study has demonstrated that consumer audiences’
relationship orientations moderate the interaction effects of power and retailer response
type on audience perceptions of online service recoveries. Specifically, a communal
orientation enhances consumer audiences’ evaluations of warmth-related retailer
responses when they have high power. Prior research has argued that very cohesive
online brand communities with communal goals may be far more immune to negative
messages (Kim, Choi, Qualls, & Han, 2008). Based on this fact, marketers could consider
posting warmth-related responses to complaint messages on brand-related social
channels, such as Facebook and Instagram, where consumers with more product
experience gather. For example, the brand Lululemon posts warm and friendly apologies
in response to negative comments posted on its Facebook page as a means of managing
its online reputation and relationship with experienced consumers (Forbes, 2013). Thus,
retailers should learn about their consumers to best frame their responses.

5.5. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Although the current research yielded significant results coherent with existing
literature, there are some limitations that provide routes for future studies. First, this study
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was conducted in a controlled experimental setting using manipulated retailer response
types. However, in real-life settings, consumer audiences are likely to experience
intertwined conversations regarding a single failure. To better understand the complexity
and dynamics of online service interactions, future research could derive data from actual
online channels (e.g., Facebook) to identify the content-oriented characteristics of
consumer complaints and retailer responses. Further studies could be done to investigate
the joint effects of consumer complaint type and retailer response type on consumer
audiences’ information-processing of online service recoveries.
Although this study created a fictitious retailer, Roeys, to exclude confounding
effects such as brand attitudes, it would be valuable for future research to analyze the
influence of brand characteristics on consumers’ perceptions of retailer responses. Rucker
and Galinsky (2008) assert that luxury brands signal status and that this motivates lowpower consumers to engage in compensatory product consumption. What remains
unanswered in the literature, however, is whether the degree of congruence between
brand type (luxury brand versus mass-market brand) and retailer response type enhances
or alleviates consumer audiences’ service perceptions. Thus, this question should be the
subject of further research; how do the brand and retailer response type act together to
influence consumer audiences’ perceptions, attitudes, and behavioral intentions?
Moreover, the moderating role of power was examined in the context of a
negative event, where it shows an aversive effect on consumer audiences’ processing of
service recoveries. However, this study did not consider the power effect in the context of
a positive event, such as a positive consumer review. According to Dubois et al. (2016), it
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is possible that the original agentic-communal model of power would apply to positive
events, meaning that high-power consumer audiences are likely to favor competence in
retailer responses to positive reviews, and low-power audiences would likely favor
warmth. Accordingly, future studies could consider the positive or negative leaning of
service encounters as another important variable.
The current research only explored consumer audiences’ chronic relationship
orientations. To better understand the way in which audiences develop their relationships
in online environments, constructed stimuli manipulating relationship orientation could
be developed in future studies. Furthermore, other individual characteristics could be
considered in further research, such as the implicit theory of personality. Prior research
has suggested that consumers with stable personalities (i.e., entity theorists) tend to have
more difficulty than those with malleable personalities (i.e., incremental theorists) in
accepting retailer apologies after experiencing service failures; thus, compensation is the
only effective recovery strategy for this group (Puzakova et al., 2013). Based on this
understanding, it would be interesting to examine the effectiveness of different retailer
responses on consumer audiences with different types of personality.
Lastly, this dissertation tested the research framework for how consumer
audiences process online service recoveries in the fashion-retailing context. In order to
enhance external validity and increase the generalization of the model, future research
could study these phenomena in diverse service contexts, such as the hotel, restaurant,
and airline industries.
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Stimuli and Questionnaire for Main Study 1
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(Low power condition)
Please recall a particular incident in which someone else had power over you. By
power, we mean a situation in which someone had control over your ability to get
something you wanted, or was in a position to evaluate you.

(High power condition)
Please recall a particular incident in which you had power over another individual
or individuals. By power, we mean a situation in which you controlled the ability
to another person or persons to get something they wanted, or were in a position
to evaluate those individuals.

(Manipulation check for power priming)
On each scale below, please indicate the number that best represents how the previous
essay made you feel.
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Powerless

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Without
control

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Weak

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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Powerful
In
control
Strong

(Warmth-related retailer response)
Website: https://huangran84.wixsite.com/maomao
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(Competence-related retailer response)
Website: https://huangran84.wixsite.com/rhuang
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(Manipulation check for retailer response type)

Based on the scenario, please indicate the number that best represents your thoughts
about the retailer's responses.

I view the retailer's responses as conveying

.

Strongly
disagree
1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly
agree
7

Warmth

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Friendliness

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Kindness

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Competence

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Efficiency

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Being
knowledgeable

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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(Dependent variables)
Overall, how would you rate the retailer responses you have just read in judging its
customer service?
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Extremely
irrelevant

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Extremely
relevant

Not at all
useful

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Of very
great use

Not at all
indicative

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Very
indicative

Not at all
helpful

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Very
helpful

I think the retailer responses are:
1
2

3

4

5

6

7

Insincere

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Dishonest

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Not
credible

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Not
convincing

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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Sincere
Honest
Credible
Convincing

I think the retailer
Strongly
Disagree
1

.
2

3

4

5

6

Strongly
agree
7

is a fair
company.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

treats its
customers
in fair
way.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

appears
fair to
me.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Please indicate what thoughts and feelings you have about the retailer in the scenario.
Strongly
Strongly
disagree
2
3
4
5
6
agree
1
7
In my opinion, the
retailer provided a
satisfactory
resolution to the
consumer’s
problem on this
particular
occasion.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

I am not satisfied
with the retailer’s
handling of this
particular problem.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

I am very satisfied
with the complaint
handling of the
retailer.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Regarding this
particular event, I
am satisfied with
the retailer.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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My overall impression about the retailer in the scenario is
1
2
3
4
5

.
6

7

Dislike

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Bad

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Unfavorable

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Like
Good
Favorable

How likely is it that you would spread positive word-of-mouth about the retailer’s
service?
o

Very unlikely 1 ----------------- Very likely 7

In the future,
Strongly
Disagree
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly
agree
7

6

I would recommend the
retailer to my friends.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

If my friends were
looking for to purchase
clothes, I would tell
them to try this retailer.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

I will encourage friends
and relatives to visit
this retailer’s website.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

(Demographics)
What is your sex?
o

Female (1)

o

Male (2)

What is your race?
o

Black or African-American (1)
153

o

White/Non-Hispanic (2)

o

Hispanic (3)

o

Asian or Pacific Islander (4)

o

Native American (5)

o

Other (6) ________________________________________________

What is the highest level of education you have completed?
o

Less than high school completed (1)

o

High school diploma or equivalent (2)

o

Some college, vocational, or trade school (including 2-year degree) (3)

o

Associate degree (e.g., AA, AS, AAS) (4)

o

Undergraduate degree (e.g., BA, BS, AB) (5)

o

Master's degree (e.g., MS, MA, MPH, MBA) (6)

o

Professional degree (e.g., JD, LLB, MD, DDS, DVM) (7)

o

Doctorate (e.g., PhD, DSc, EdD) (8)

o

Other degree (9)
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What is your annual household income?
o

Less than $30,000 (1)

o

$30,000 to $49,999 (2)

o

$50,000 to $69,999 (3)

o

$70,000 to $89,999 (4)

o

$90,000 to $109,999 (5)

o

$110,000 to $129,999 (6)

o

$130,000 to $149,999 (7)

o

$150,000 or more (8)

What is your age? Type your age in the box below.
________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX B
Stimuli and Questionnaire for Main Study 2
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Extremely uncharacteristc of me 1----Extremely characteristic of me 5
(Communal Orientation)
1. It bothers me when other people neglect my needs.
2. When making a decision, I take other people's needs and feelings into account.
3. I'm not especially sensitive to other people's feelings.
4. I don't consider myself to be a particularly helpful person.
5. I believe people should go out of their way to be helpful.
6. I don't especially enjoy giving others aid.
7. I expect people I know to be responsive to my needs and feelings
8. I often go out of my way to help another person.
9. I believe it's best not to get involved taking care of other people's personal needs.
10. I'm not the sort of person who often comes to the aid of others.
11. When I have a need, I turn to others I know for help.
12. When people get emotionally upset, I tend to avoid then.
13. People should keep their troubles to themselves.
14. When I have a need that others ignore, I'm hurt.
(Exchange Orientation)
1. When I give something to another person, I generally expect something in return.
2. When someone buys me a gift, I try to buy that person as comparable a gift as possible.
3. I don't think people should feel obligated to repay others for favors.
4. I wouldn't feel exploited if someone failed to repay me for a favor.
5. I don't bother to keep track of benefits I have given others.
6. When people receive benefits from others, they ought to repay those others right away.
7. It's best to make sure things are always kept "even" between two people in a
relationship.
8. I usually give gifts only to people who have given me gifts in the past.
9. When someone I know helps me out on a project, I don't feel I have to pay them back.
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(Low power condition)
Please recall a particular incident in which someone else had power over you. By
power, we mean a situation in which someone had control over your ability to get
something you wanted, or was in a position to evaluate you.

(High power condition)
Please recall a particular incident in which you had power over another individual
or individuals. By power, we mean a situation in which you controlled the ability
to another person or persons to get something they wanted, or were in a position
to evaluate those individuals.

(Manipulation check for power priming)
On each scale below, please indicate the number that best represents how the previous
essay made you feel.
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Powerless

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Without
control

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Weak

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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Powerful
In
control
Strong

(Warmth-related retailer response)
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(Competence-related retailer response)
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Based on the scenario, please indicate the number that best represents your thoughts
about the retailer's responses.

I view the retailer's responses as conveying

.

Strongly
disagree
1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly
agree
7

Warmth

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Friendliness

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Kindness

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Competence

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Efficiency

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Being
knowledgeable

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

161

(Dependent Variables)
Overall, how would you rate the retailer responses you have just read in judging its
customer service?
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Extremely
irrelevant

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Extremely
relevant

Not at all
useful

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Of very
great use

Not at all
indicative

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Very
indicative

Not at all
helpful

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Very
helpful

I think the retailer responses are:
1
2

3

4

5

6

7

Insincere

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Dishonest

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Not
credible

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Not
convincing

o

o

o

o

o

o

o
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Sincere
Honest
Credible
Convincing

I think the retailer
Strongly
Disagree
1

.
2

3

4

5

6

Strongly
agree
7

is a fair
company.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

treats its
customers
in fair
way.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

appears
fair to
me.

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

(Demographics)
What is your sex?
o

Female (1)

o

Male (2)

What is your race?
o

Black or African-American (1)

o

White/Non-Hispanic (2)

o

Hispanic (3)

o

Asian or Pacific Islander (4)

o

Native American (5)

o

Other (6) ________________________________________________

o
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What is the highest level of education you have completed?
o

Less than high school completed (1)

o

High school diploma or equivalent (2)

o

Some college, vocational, or trade school (including 2-year degree) (3)

o

Associate degree (e.g., AA, AS, AAS) (4)

o

Undergraduate degree (e.g., BA, BS, AB) (5)

o

Master's degree (e.g., MS, MA, MPH, MBA) (6)

o

Professional degree (e.g., JD, LLB, MD, DDS, DVM) (7)

o

Doctorate (e.g., PhD, DSc, EdD) (8)

o

Other degree (9)

What is your annual household income?
o

Less than $30,000 (1)

o

$30,000 to $49,999 (2)

o

$50,000 to $69,999 (3)

o

$70,000 to $89,999 (4)

o

$90,000 to $109,999 (5)

o

$110,000 to $129,999 (6)

o

$130,000 to $149,999 (7)

o

$150,000 or more (8)

What is your age? Type your age in the box below.
________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX C
Consent Form
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APPENDIX D
Human Subject Exemption Approval Form
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